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THE   THREE   BROTHERS. 


CHAPTEE    I. 


ALICE  S    FATE. 


Alice  Severn  was  very  innocent  and  very  young, 
— just  over  sixteen, — a  child  to  all  intents  and  pur- 
poses,—as  everybody  thought  around  her.  Old 
Welby,  who  had  taken  to  meddling  in  the  pa- 
drona's  affairs,  with  that  regard  which  the  friends 
of  a  woman  who  is  alone  feel  themselves  entitled 
to  display  for  her  interests,  had  been  pressing  very 
earnestly  upon  Mrs.  Severn's  attention  the  neces- 
sity of  prejDaring  her  child,  who  had  an  evident 
and  remarkable  talent,  to  exercise  it  in  public. 

*  Few  people,  indeed,  have  their  way  so  clear 
before  them,'  he  had  said  repeatedly.  'It  is  the 
finest  thing  in  the  world  to  have  a  girl  or  boy 
with  a  decided  turn.  If  you  could  but  see  the 
parents  who  come  to  me  with  sons  who  don't  know 
what  they  would  be  at ;  and  the  idiots  think  they 
may  be  made  painters  because  they  care  for  nothing 

VOL.  III.  B 
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in  earth  or  heaven.  But  here  is  this  child  with  a 
talent.  Of  course,  if  it  were  a  talent  for  our  own 
art,  we  might  know  better  how  to  manage  it ;  but 
such  as  it  is,  it  is  a  gift.  Never  undervalue  a  gift, 
my  dear  madam.  Providence  itself  points  out  the 
way  for  you.  You  have  only  got  to  train  her  for 
her  work.' 

'  But,  Mr.  Welby,'  pleaded  the  padrona,  '  she 
is  such  a  child.  How  could  I  send  my  little  maid 
out  into  the  world  to  appear  in  public !  I  could 
not  do  it !  It  would  drive  me  out  of  my  senses. 
My  child !  You  forget  what  kind  of  a  creature 
she  is.' 

'  I  don't  in  the  least  forget,'  said  the  R.A. 
'  She  is  very  pretty,  too,  which  is  a  pity ;  but 
you  should  be  above  foolish  notions  in  that  respect, 
— you  who  are  so  well  known  to  the  public  your- 
self.' 

^Not  so  very  well  known,'  said  the  padrona, 
with  a  half  smile  ;  '  and  then  it  is  only  my  name, 
not  me.  And  even  if  it  were  my  very  self,  why 
it  would  only  be  me  still,  not  her.  I  am  old,  and 
what  does  it  matter  ?  But  my  lily,  my  darling ! 
Mr.  Welby,  jou  are  very  kind,  but  you  do  not 
take  the  circumstances  into  consideration ; — ^you  do 
not  realise  to  the  full  extent  what  the  consequences 
would  be.' 

'  I  don't  know  what  you  mean  by  the  full  ex- 
tent,' said  Mr.  Welby ;  '  but  this  I  see  as  clear  as 


dayliglit,  that  some  time  or  other  the  child  will 
probably  have  her  bread  to  earn.  I  say  probably. 
She  may  marry,  of  coui\se,  but  the  papers  tell  us 
people  haye  giyen  up  marrying  now-a-days.  You 
can't  live  for  eyer,  ma'am ;  and  still  more  certainly 
you  can't  work  for  eyer.  And  the  child  has  actu- 
ally something  in  her  fingers  by  which  she  could 
earn  money,  and  proyide  for  herself  with  the 
greatest  ease.  Besides,  a  musician  is  not  like  a 
singer,  or  a  dancer,  or  anything  of  that  sort.  She 
comes  on  and  sits  down  before  her  piano,  and  neyer 
pays  any  attention  to  her  audience.  She  need  not 
eyen  look  at  them  unless  she  likes.  She  has  only 
a  little  curtsey  to  make,  and  so  is  off  again.  It  is 
positiyely  nothing.  She  may  marry,  of  course,  but 
that  would  be  no  protection  against  poyerty.  And 
what 's  the  alternatiye  ?  A  lingering,  idle  sort  of 
life  at  home ;  saying  scraps,  and  making  her  own 
gowns  and  bonnets ;  or,  perhaps,  giying  music- 
lessons  to  tiresome  children  whom  she  would  hate. 
You  should  not,  my  dear  Mrs.  Seyern,  do  sucli 
injustice  to  your  child.' 

'  Indeed,  I  am  the  last  person  to  do  her  injus- 
tice,' said  the  padrona,  half  angered,  half  saddened, 
with  tears  in  her  eyes.  It  was  a  yery  trenchant 
style  of  argument.  ^  If  I  were  to  die,  or  if  I  were 
to  fail  in  my  work  I  '  Mrs.  Seyern  said  to  herself, 
with  one  of  those  awful  throbs  of  dread  which  come 
upon  a  woman  who  is  the  sole  protector  and  bread- 
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winner  of  her  children.  Such  a  thought  was  not 
unfamiliar  to  her  mind.  It  came  sometimes  at 
chance  hours,  stealing  upon  her  suddenly  like  an 
evil  spirit,  and  wringing  her  heart.  It  set  her 
now,  for  the  hundredth  time,  to  count  up  the  little 
scraps  of  resource  they  would  have  in  such  a 
terrible  contingency,  the  friends  who  would  or 
might  be  kind  to  them.  ^  If  I  might  but  live  till 
Edie  is  twenty  !  '  was  the  silent  prayer  that  fol- 
lowed. It  did  not  seem  possible  that  so  long  as 
she  did  live  she  would  be  unable  to  work.  This 
frenzy  of  dread  was  but  momentary.  Had  it  lasted, 
so  sharp  and  poignant  was  it,  the  life  which  was  so 
important  might  have  been  put  in  jeopardy;  but 
fortunately  Mrs.  Severn's  mind  was  as  elastic  as 
mind  could  be,  and  rose  again  like  a  flower  after 
the  heavy  foot  had  pressed  it  down.  Yet,  Alice, — 
could  she  be  doing  injustice  to  Alice?  These 
arguments  had  without  doubt  made  a  certain  im- 
pression upon  her.  Let  but  this  summer  be  over, 
she  said  to  herself.  It  would  be  time  enough  cer- 
tainly when  the  child  was  seventeen,---one  more 
year  of  sweet  childhood  and  leisure,  and  undisturbed 
girlish  peace.  And  then  the  grateful  thought 
came  back  upon  the  mother  of  Mr.  Eich's  com- 
mission which  she  was  working  at,  and  her  year's 
work  which  was  secure.  Could  there  be  comfort 
greater  than  that  thought?  And  the  morrow 
would  care  for  the  things  of  itself. 
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"While  sucli  discussions  went  on, — for  they  were 
frequent, — Alice  moved  about  the  house,  a  soft, 
domestic  spirit,  with  light  steps  and  a  face  like  a 
flower.  Every  day  it  became  more  like  a  flower. 
The  sweetness  expanded,  the  husks  of  the  lovely 
blossom  opened,  the  woman  came  gliding  noiselessly, 
so  that  nobody  around  perceived  it,  out  of  the  silken 
bud  of  the  girl.  She  was  clever  at  her  needle,  as 
her  mother  had  boasted,  and  made  and  mended  with 
the  homely  natural  satisfaction  of  a  worker  who  is 
conscious  of  working  well ;  and  she  was  housekeeper, 
and  managed  the  accoimts,  and  ordered  the  dinners, 
proud  of  her  importance  and  the  duties  of  her  office  ; 
and  she  saw  the  children  put  to  bed,  and  heard  them 
say  their  prayers.  The  homeliest,  most  limited  life, 
— and  yet  what  could  the  world  give  that  was  better  ? 
!N^ot  Xelly  Rich's  leisure,  and  gaiety,  and  luxiuy ; 
not  IMary  Westbury's  tedious  comforts  and  occupa- 
tions. Alice  for  her  part  had  everything, — and  the 
piano,  and  the  talk  of  nights  added  to  all.  And  yet 
her  mind  was  not  undisturbed,  as  her  mother  fondly 
thought.  A  little  secret,  no  bigger  than  a  pin's 
point,  had  sprung  into  being  in  the  virgin  heart ; 
— not  worth  calling  a  secret, — not  a  thing  at  all,  in 
short, — only  a  murmur  of  soft,  musing  recollections, — 
dreams  that  were  not  half  tangible  enough  to  be  called 
hopes.  As,  for  instance,  what  was  it  he  meant  when 
their  eyes  met  that  afternoon  as  she  played  to  him  ? 
how  was  it  that  he  remembered  so  well  every  time  he 
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had  seen  her, — even  her  dress? — questions  which 
she  asked  and  then  retreated  from,  and  ekided,  and 
played  with,  and  returned  to  them  again.  And 
would  he  go  to  India  ?  Would  he  come  back  to 
Fitzroy  Square  ?  So  misty  was  the  sphere  in  which 
all. this  passed  that  the  one  question  seemed  to  Alice 
as  important  as  the  other.  What  if  he  might  come 
again  some  afternoon,  flushing  all  the  fading  sky 
with  new  tints  ?  What  if  he  should  go  away  and 
never  be  heard  of  more  ?  All  this  was  in  the  child's 
mind  when  her  mother  resolved  that  this  summer  at 
least  Alice  should  be  left  in  undisturbed  peace.  The 
old  story  repeated  itself,  as  everything  does  in  this 
world, — the  everlasting  tale  of  individual  identity,  of 
isolation  and  separation  of  nature  between  those  who 
are  dearest  and  nearest  to  each  other.  The  mother 
would  have  given  her  life  cheerfully  for  her  child, 
but  could  no  more  see  into  that  child's  soul  than  if 
she  had  been  entirely  indiflerent  to  her.  And  Alice, 
the  most  loving  and  dutiful  of  children,  went  sweetly 
on  her  way,  shaping  out  her  own  individual  life,  and 
never  suspecting  in  that  any  treason  to  her  earliest 
loves,  or  any  possible  break  in  her  existence.  It 
all  turned  on  the  point  whether  a  young  Guardsman, 
who, — with  all  kindness  towards  Frank  Renton 
be  it  said, — was  not  equal  to  either  Alice  or  her 
mother,  should  call,  or  should  not  call,  next  time  he 
might  be  in  town.     Certainly  a  very  trifling  matter, 
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and  almost  concluded  against  Alice  beforehand,  as 
may  have  been  perceived. 

I  cannot  take  it  upon  me  to  say  if  he  had  never 
come  that  Alice  woidd  have  broken  her  heart.  Her 
heart  was  too  young,  too  fresh,  too  visionary,  to  be 
tragically  moved.  She  could  have  gone  on  looking 
for  him,  wondering  if  he  would  come,  quite  as 
capable  of  expecting  that  he  would  suddenly  appear 
out  of  the  depths  of  India  as  that  he  would  come 
from  Eoyalborough.  She  had  so  much  time  to  spare 
yet  before  beginning  life  for  herself  that  the  fanciful 
delight  of  wondering  what  he  meant  by  a  look  or  a 
word,  was  actually  more  sweet  to  her  than  anything^ 
tangible  could  have  been  ;  but  yet  if  he  had  never 
come  again,  a  pathetic  chord  woidd  have  sounded 
among  the  fresh  harmonies  of  her  being, — perhaps 
a  deeper  note  than  any  which  had  yet  been  awakened 
in  her,  at  least  a  sadder  one.  She  would  have  looked 
for  him  and  grown  weary,  and  a  certain  languor  and 
melancholy  would  have  come  into  her  life.  Already 
she  had  more  pleasure  in  thinking  than  she  had  ever 
been  known  to  have, — or  at  least  she  called  it  think- 
ing,— and  woidd  sit  silent  for  hours  wrapped  in  soft 
dreams,  forgetting  to  talk,  to  the  great  disgust  of  little 
Edith,  and  wonder  of  Miss  Hadley,  who  was  the 
sharpest  observer  in  the  household,  and  guessed 
what  it  all  meant.  But  still  Alice  could  have  no 
reason  to  complain  had  Frank  Ronton  never  more 
made   his   appearance   in   the   Square.     She  woidd 
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never  have  dreamt  of  complaining,  poor  child ;  she 
would  have  sighed,  and  a  ray  of  light  would  have 
gone  out  of  her  life,  and  that  would  have  been  all ; 
— and  she  had  so  many  rays  of  light  that  there 
might  well  be  one  to  spare  ! 

It  was  not  thus,  however,  that  things  turned  out. 
Not  much  more  than  a  week  had  elapsed  when 
Frank  again  made  his  apjDearance  in  the  Square.  He 
had  not  said  much  to  himself  about  it.  He  pretended 
to  himself,  indeed,  that  it  was  a  sudden  thought,  as 
he  had  some  time  to  spare.  '  One  might  as  well  go 
and  bid  them  good-bye,'  he  said  aloud,  the  better  to 
persuade  himself  that  it  was  purely  accidental.  He 
had  seen  Montague,  and  had  all  but  concluded  with 
him  about  the  exchange,  though  he  had  still  been 
quite  doubtful  on  the  subject  when  he  came  up  to 
town.  Yet  the  sight  of  the  other  side,  and  the 
reality  given  to  the  matter  by  the  actual  discussion 
of  it  as  a  thing  to  be  done,  had  an  effect  upon  him 
which  nothing  else  had  yet  had.  It  was  made  at 
once  into  a  matter  of  fact  by  the  first  half-dozen 
words  he  exchanged  with  Montague  of  the  200th. 
And  now  it  was  all  but  settled,  whatever  other  con- 
clusions might  follow.  The  suddenness  with  which 
this  very  serious  piece  of  business  had  been  con- 
cluded, or  all  but  concluded,  had  filled  Frank  with  a 
certain  excitement.  He  did  not  know  how  he  should 
announce  it  at  home, — how  he  should  tell  it  to 
his  friends.     But  he  had   done   it.     jN"©  doubt  his 


9 


motlier  would  weep,  and  other  eyes  would  look 
on  liim  reproaciifull}'.  Xot  that  any  eyes  had  a 
right, — an  absolute   right, — to  reproach   him  ;  but 

still !  Frank's  inind  had  been  verA^  much  a^i- 

tated  and  beaten  about  for  some  days  past.  That 
interview  with  Xelly  had  been  hard  upon  him. 
He  had  not  said  all,  nor  nearly  all,  that  he  had 
been  expected  to  sa}^ ;  but  still  he  had  said  some- 
thing which  had  drawn  the  indefinite  bond  between 
them  a  Kttle  closer.  He  would  owe  to  her,  he  felt, 
after  what  had  passed,  some  sort  of  embarrassing 
explanation  of  the  reasons  which  had  induced  him 
all  at  once  to  make  up  his  mind  and  choose  India 
and  work,  instead  of  what  was  vaguely  called  his 
good  prospects  at  home.  These  good  prospects  he 
knew,  and  everybody  knew,  herself  included,  were, 
— Xelly  and  her  fifty  thousand  pounds ;  and  it 
woidd  be  as  much  as  saying,  ^  I  have  given  up  all 
thoughts  of  you,'  when  he  told  her  of  his  sudden 
determination.  He  had  said  nothing  about  going 
to  India  in  that  last  interview.  On  the  contrary, 
he  had  been  rather  eloquent  on  the  subject  of 
staying  at  home.  And  now  he  would  have  to 
explain  to  her  that  India  and  freedom  had  more 
charms  for  him  than  she  had,  even  when  backed 
by  all  her  advantages.  It  was  not  a  pleasant  inti- 
mation to  make  ;  neither  was  the  thought  pleasant 
of  telling  his  mother,  who  would  have  still  more 
occasion   to   reproach   him.       '  Go  to  India,    when 


10  THE  THREE  BEOTHEES. 

you  miglit  have  fifty  thousand  for  the  asking, 
and  heaven  knows  how  much  more  !'  Mrs.  E-enton 
would  say ;  and  would  feel  herself  deeply  aggrieved 
hy  her  son's  backsliding.  He  had  been  beguiled 
into  all  this  by  the  talk  of  Montague  of  the  200th, 
and  his  own  errant,  foolish  inclinations.  It  had 
seemed  to  him  like  an  escape  from  himself,  and  he 
had  taken  advantage  of  the  chance ; — but  it  w^as 
terrible  to  contemplate  the  immediate  results.  And 
he  had  an  hour  or  two  to  spare,  and  a  little  music 
had  always  so  good  an  effect  upon  him  !  Besides, 
it  would  not  be  civil  to  go  aw^ay  without  taking 
farewell  of  Laurie's  friends.  The  200th  were  to  go 
in  three  months.  There  would  be  little  further 
time  for  anything  but  the  business  of  his  outfit. 
Frank  turned  his  steps  towards  the  Square  with 
the  resolution,  declared, — to  himself, — that  this 
should  be  the  last  time.  He  would  see  them  once 
more,  as  civility  required,  and  then  all  would  bo 
over.  He  would  put  all  such  nonsense  from  his 
mind,  the  folly  of  thinking  of  either ; — for  was  it 
not  folly  to  entertain  such  an  idea  at  his  age  ? — 
and  go  awa}^  and  enjoy  his  freedom.  He  would  be 
twenty- one  before  the  regiment  set  sail,  which  was 
no  doubt  a  serious  age,  and  the  beginning  of  mature 
manhood ;  but  still  few  men  without  money  married 
so  early.  And  Frank  did  not  want  a  wife,  though 
he  had  thus  got  himself  into  such  difficulties  with 
two  girls  at  once.     The  clear  course  was  evidently 
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to  set  himself  free  from  sucli  premature  entangle- 
ments, and  take  refuge  in  distance  and  noyelty,  and 
rejoice  in  his  escape. 

By  what  strange  chance  it  was  that  the  padrona 
shoidd  have  gone  out  that  special  afternoon,  taldng 
Miss  Hadley  with  her,  is  what  I  never  could  ex- 
plain. Things  do  occur  so  sometimes  in  this  curious 
world,  where  everything  happens  that  ought  not 
to  happen.  Alice  was  alone,  all  by  herself  in  that 
shadowv,  sUent  dra^dno^-room.  It  was  a  thins: 
which  did  not  occur  thrice  in  a  year.  And  lo ! 
Frank  Renton's  ^-isit  to  say  good-bye  must  happen 
on  one  of  these  rare  occasions !  Alice  was  not 
playing  when  he  was  ushered  in.  She  was  sitting 
at  work  close  to  the  piano,  though  that  too  was 
not  usual  to  her.  She  had  gone  in  with  the  inten- 
tion of  practising,  but  the  charm  of  thinking  had 
been  too  strong  for  her.  Even  her  work  had  fallen 
on  her  knee  in  the  soft,  profound  stillness  and  lone- 
liness which  of  late  had  come  to  be  so  sweet  to  her. 
She  was  thinking  of  him,  asking  herself  once  more 
those  sweet,  vague,  fanciful  questions.  It  was  so 
pleasant,  in  her  new  mood,  to  feel  herself  all  alone, 
free  to  think  cs  she  pleased,  and  lose  herself  in 
dreams  fo]'  a  whole,  long,  enchanted  afternoon. 
And  just  at  that  moment,  as  good  or  evil  fortune 
decided,  Frank  Ronton  was  shown  into  the  room. 
He  himself  was  struck  dumb  by  tl^e  chance,  as 
well  as  Alice.     She  looked  up   at  him,  poor  child. 


12  THE  THREE  BROTHERS. 

witli  absolute  consternation.  ^  Oh,  I  am  so  sorry 
mamma  is  out ! '  she  said ;  and  notwithstanding  the 
stir  and  flutter  of  her  heart  at  the  sight  of  him, 
she  was  quite  in  earnest  when  she  said  so.  Mamma 
being  out,  however,  made  all  the  difference  between 
conscious  safety  and  calm  and  the  uneasy  dread 
which  she  could  not  explain.  What  was  she  afraid 
of  ?  Alice  could  not  answer  the  question.  Not  of 
him,  certainty,  of  whom  she  believed  every  good 
under  heaven.  Of  herself,  then?  But  she  only 
repeated  her  little  outcry  of  regret,  and  could  give 
no  reason  for  her  shy  shrinking  and  fears. 

'  Is  she  ? '  said  Frank  ;  '  but  I  must  not  go  away, 
must  I  ? — though  your  tone  seems  somehow  to 
imply  it.  Let  me  stay  and  wait  for  her.  I  have 
come  to  say  good-bye.' 

*  Good-bye  ? '  said  Alice,  faltering.  The  child 
grew  cold  all  over  in  a  moment,  as  if  a  chill  had 
blown  upon  her.  *  Are  you  really,  really  going  to 
India,  after  all  ? ' 

'  After  all  ?  after  what  ? '  said  Frank,  turning 
upon  her  so  quickly  that  she  had  no  time  to 
think. 

'  Oh,  I  meant  after .  I  thought .    People 

said .     But,    no,  indeed ;    I   am    sure   I  never 

believed  it,  Mr.  Ronton ;  it  is  such  stupid  talk ; 
only  I  was  a  little  surprised,'  said  Alice,  recovering 
herself.  ^  I  yiean,  are  you  really  going  to  India, — 
after  all?' 
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Frank  laiiglied.  He  was  at  no  loss  now  as  lie 
had  been  with  Xelly  Eich.  *  I  see  that  is  what 
3^ou  mean/  he  said,  looking  at  her  with  softened, 
shining  eyes,  and  that  delicious  indulgence  for  her 
youth  and  simplicity  which  made  him  feel  himself 
twice  a  man  ;  '  and  you  may  say  after  all.  There 
are  some  things  I  shall  be  glad  to  escape  from, 
and  there  are  other  things,'  said  Frank,  rising  and 
going  close  to  her,  *  there  are  other  things ' 

He  did  not  mean  it, — certainly  he  did  not  mean 
it, — any  more  than  he  had  meant  going  to  India, 
when  he  came  up  that  morning  to  town  to  talk 
the  matter  over  in  a  yague,  general  way ;  but, 
somehow,  as  he  stood  in  front  of  her,  leaning  over 
the  high-backed  chair  on  which  she  had  placed  her 
work,  gazing  into  the  sweet  face  lifted  to  him, 
which  changed  colour  every  moment,  and  was  as 
full  of  light  and  shade  as  any  summer  sky,  a  sudden 
sense  of  necessity  came  over  him.  Leave  her  ? — 
Was  there  anj^body  in  the  world  but  the  two  of 
them  looking  thus  at  each  other?  Did  anything 
else  matter  in  comparison  ?  '  What  is  the  use  of 
making  any  pretences?'  cried  Frank;  *  if  you  will 
but  come  with  me,  Alice,  going  to  India  will  be 
like  going  to  heaven!' 

She  sat  and  gazed  at  him  with  consternation  and 
wonder  and  dismay  ;  growing  pale  to  the  very  lips ; 
straining  her  wistful  eyes  to  make  out  what  he 
meant.     Was  he  mad  ?     ^"hat  was  he  thiukino:  of? 
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*  Go  witli  you  ?'  slie  faltered,  under  her  breath,  in- 
capable of  any  expression  but  that  of  amaze.  Her 
wondering  eye  sank  under  bis  look,  and  ber  beart 
began  to  beat,  and  ber  brow  to  tbrob.  Tbe  sugges- 
tion sbook  ber  wbole  being,  tbougb  sbe  bad  not 
quite  fathomed  what  it  meant.  And  then  tbe  crim- 
son colour  rose  like  a  sudden  flame,  and  flew  over  all 
ber  face.  The  change,  tbe  trouble,  the  surprise, 
were  like  so  many  variations  in  tbe  sky,  and  they 
combined  to  take  from  the  young  lover  what  little 
wits  he  had  left. 

'  Would  it  be  so  dreadful  ? '  be  said,  bending 
down  over  ber.  '  Alice,  just  you  and  I.  What  would 
it  matter  where  we  were  so  long  as  we  were  toge- 
ther ?  I  know  it  would  matter  nothing  to  me.  I 
would  take  such  care  of  you.  I  should  be  as  happy 
as  the  day  was  long.  I  want  nothing  but  to  have 
you  by  me,  to  look  at  you,  and  listen  to  you.  I  do 
not  care  if  there  were  not  another  creature  in  tbe 
world,'  cried  the  youth  ;  ^just  you  and  I !' 

'  Oh,  don't  speak  so  ! '  cried  Alice,  trembling  in 
her  agitation  and  astonishment.  '  Don't,  oh,  don't ! 
You  must  not !  How  could  I  ever,  ever  leave 
mamma  ? ' 

'Then  it  is  not  me  you  object  to?'  cried  tbe 
lover,  in  triumph,  taking  ber  bands,  taking  herself 
to  him  in  a  tender  delirium. 

This  was  how  it  came  about.  With  no  more  pre- 
paration on  either  side,  with  everything  against  it. 


ALICE  S  FATE.  15 

— friends,  prudence,  fortune,  Xelty, — eyeiy  Influence 
3'ou  could  conceive.  And  yet  tliey  did  it  mtliout 
an}^  intention  of  doing  it, — on  the  mere  argument  of 
being  left  for  half-an-hour  alone  together.  True,  it 
took  more  than  half-an-hour  to  calm  down  the 
bewilderment  of  the  girl's  mind,  thus  launched  sud- 
denly at  a  stroke  into  the  wide  waters  of  life.  She 
looked  back  trembling  upon  her  little  haven,  the 
harbour  where  she  had  lain  so  quietly  a  few 
minutes  before.  But  we  can  never  go  back  those 
few  minutes.  The  thing  was  done,  and  nobody  in 
the  world  could  be  more  surprised  at  it  than  the  two 
young,  rash,  hajDpy  creatures  themselves,  holding 
each  other's  hands,  and  looking  into  each  other's 
faces,  and  asking  themselves, — Could  it  be  true  ? 
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CHAPTER  II. 


A  STRUGGLE. 


There  are  moments  in  life  which  are  so  sweet  as 
to  light  up  whole  weeks  of  gloom ;  and  there  are 
moments   so  dreadful  as  to  make  the  unfortunate 
actors  in  them  tremble  at  the  recollection  to  the  end 
of  their  lives.     Such  a  moment  in  the  life  of  Frank 
Henton  was  that  in  which  he  suddenly  heard  the 
padrona's  knock  at  her  own  door.     He  had  been  as 
happy  as  a  young  man  could  be.     He  had  felt  him- 
self willing,   and  over   again   willing,   to   give   up 
everything  without  a  regret,  for  the  sake  of  the  love 
he  had  won,  and  which  was,  he  said  to  himself,  of 
everything  in  earth  and   heaven   the   most   sweet. 
This  he  had  said  to  himself  a  hundred  times  over  as 
he  hung  over   Alice   in  the  first  ecstasy  of  their 
betrothal.     He  could  not  imagine  how  he  ever  could 
have  doubted.     Going  to  India  would,  as  he  had 
said,  be   going  to  heaven.     Where   he   went,   she 
would  be  with  him.     He  should  have  her  all  to  him- 
self, free   from  an}^  interference.     They  would   be 
free  to  go  forth  together,  hand  in  hand,  like  Adam 
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and  Eve,  What  was  any  advantage  the  world  could 
give  in  comparison  to  such  blessedness  ?  He  was  in 
the  full  flush  of  his  delight  when  that  awful  knock 
was  heard  at  the  door. 

At  the  sound  of  it  Alice  started  too.  She  clung 
to  him  first,  and  then  she  shrank  from  him.  ^  Oh, 
it  is  mamma  ! '  she  cried,  with  sudden  dismay. 
Then  there  was  a  pause.  Frank  let  go  the  hand  he 
had  been  holding.  ^N^ature  and  the  world  stood  still 
in  deference  to  the  extraordinary  crisis.  He  turned 
his  face,  which  had  suddenly  grown  pale,  to  the 
door.  And  they  heard  her  talking  as  she  came  up 
the  stairs,  unconcerned,  laughing  as  if  nothing  had 
happened  !  '  It  will  be  a  surprise  to  Alice,'  she  said 
audibly,  pausing  in  the  passage,  at  the  dining-room 
door.  And  Alice  shuddered  as  she  Kstened.  A 
surprise  !  If  the  padrona  could  but  know  what  a 
terrible  surprise  had  been  prepared  for  herself ! 

And  then  she  came  in  upon  them,  smiling  and 
blooming,  her  soft  colour  heightened  by  a  little 
fresh  breeze  that  was  blowing,  bright  from  the  plea- 
sant unusual  intercourse  with  the  outside  world.  '  I 
am  sorry  you  did  not  come  with  us,  Alice,^  she  said. 
*  It  is  not  so  hot  as  we  thought  it  was.  Ah,  ^Ir. 
Kenton  ! '  and  she  held  out  her  hand  to  him.  Upon 
what  tiny  issues  does  life  hang.  If  Alice  had  not 
thought  it  too  hot  to  go  out,  all  this  might  never 
have  happened.  And  the  mother  to  speak  of  it  so 
lightly,  thinking  of  nothing  more  important  than 
VOL.  in.  c 
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the  walk,  ignorant  what  advantage  had  been  taken 
of  her  absence  !  To  the  two  guilty  creatures  who 
knew,  every  word  was  an  additional  stab. 

'  I  came  up  again  to-day  about  the  same  busi- 
ness/ said  Frank,  faltering. 

Alice  bent  trembling  over  her  work,  and  said 
nothing.  She  did  not  go,  as  was  her  wont,  with 
soft,  tender  hands,  to  imtie  the  bonnet  and  take 
off  the  shav/1,  taking  pride  in  her  office  as  *  mamma's 
maid.'  She  put  on  an  aspect  of  double  diligence 
over  her  work,  though  her  hands  trembled  so  that 
she  could  scarcely  hold  her  needle. 

Even  Mrs.  Severn's  unsuspicious  nature  was 
startled.  She  turned  to  Miss  Hadley,  who  had  come 
in  behind  her,  and  said,  half  in  dumb-show,  with  a 
certain  impatience,  '  What  does  he  mean  by  coming* 
so  often  ? ' 

*  No  good,'  answered  Miss  Hadley,  solemnl}^ 
under  her  breath  ;  which  laconic  utterance  amused 
the  padrona  so  much,  that  her  momentary  un- 
easiness flew  away.  She  sat  down  smiling,  turn- 
ing her  kind  face  upon  the  trembling  pair.  ^  Poor 
Laurie's  brother  !  '  she  said  to  herself.  That  was 
argument  enough  for  tolerating  him  and  showing 
him  all  kindness. 

'  iVlice,  how  is  it  you  are  so  busy?'  she  said. 
'  I  think  you  might  order  some  tea.  Though  it  is 
not  so  very  hot,  it  is  pleasant  to  get  into  the 
shade.  I  hope  your  business  has  made  progress, 
My.  Eenton,'  she  added,  politely.     As  the  padrona 
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looked  at  them  it  became  slowh'  apparent  to  hei- 
that  something  was  wrong.  AKce  had  not  liked 
the  task  of  entertaining  a  stranger  all  by  herself ; 

or I     But  of  course  it  must  be  that.     It  was 

ill-bred  of  him,  even  though  he  was  Laurie's 
brother,  to  insist  on  coming  in  when  there  was 
nobody  but  the  child  to  receive  him.  Mrs.  Severn 
began  to  feel  uncharitably  towards  the  yoimg  man. 
Alice  flushed  one  moment,  and  the  next  was  quite 
pale.  She  was  reluctant  to  raise  her  eyes,  and 
neglected  all  her  usual  petits  soins.  T\^hen  she 
had  to  get  up  to  obey  her  mother,  it  was  with  a 
shy  avoidance  of  her  look,  which  went  to  the 
padrona's  heart.  What  coidd  be  the  matter? 
Was  she  ill  ?  Had  he  been  rude  to  her  ?  But 
that  was  impossible.  'Is  there  anything  wrong, 
my  darling  ?  '  she  said,  half  rising  from  her  seat. 

'  Oh,  no,  mamma  I '  said  Alice,  breathlessly,  in 
a  fainting  voice. 

The  padrona  gave  Miss  Hadley  a  look  which  meant, 
—  Go  and  see  what  is  the  matter;  and  then  with  a 
very  pre-occupied  mind  turned  towards  Frank  to  plav 
politeness  and  do  her  social  duties.  '  I  hope  vour 
business  has  made  progress,'  she  repeated,  vaguely  ; 
and  then  it  became  apparent  that  he  was  agitated  too. 

'  Yes,'  he  said  ;  and  then  he  came  forward  to 
her  quite  pale  and  with  an  air  of  mingled  suppli- 
cation and  alarm  which  filled  her  with  the  pro- 
foundest  bewilderment.  '  Oh,  Mrs.  Severn,  forgive 
He  woidd  have  gone  do"svn  on  his 
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knees  had  he  thought  that  woukl  have  been  ef- 
fectual ;  but  he  did  not  dare  to  go  down  on  his 
knees.  He  stood  before  her  like  a  culprit  about 
to  be  sentenced ;  and  she  looked  at  him  with  eyes 
in  which  alarm  and  suspicion  began  to  glow. 
There  was  something  wrong ;  but  even  now  the 
mother  to  whom  her  child  was  indeed  a  child  did 
not  guess  what  it  was. 

*  Us ! '  she  said ;  and  somehow  a  thought  of 
Laurie  struck  into  the  maze  of  her  thoughts.  He 
could  not  have  done  anything,  poor  fellow,  in  his 
exile,  to  call  for  forgiveness  in  this  passionate  way. 
'I  cannot  tell  what  you  mean,'  she  cried.  'What  have 
I  to  forgive  ?  And  who  are  the  sinners  ?  '  and  she 
tried  to  laugh,  though  it  v/as  difficult  enough. 

'  Mrs.  Severn,'  he  said,  '  I  would  not,  believe 
me,  have  taken  advantage  of  your  absence,  not 
willingly.  She  is  so  young.  I  know  I  ought  to 
have  spoken  to  you  first.  I  did  not  mean  it  when 
I  came ' 

'  She  ? '  cried  the  j^^drona,  with  a  little  cry. 
ISTot  yet  did  she  see  what  it  was  ;  but  instinct  told 
her  what  kind  of  a  trenchant  blow  was  coming,  and 
all  the  blood  seemed  to  rush  back  upon  her  heart. 

'Yes,'  said  Frank,  rising  into  the  calm  of 
passion,  '  I  found  her  all  by  herself.  And  I  loved 
her  so  !  From  that  first  moment  I  saw  her, — 
when  you  called  her,  and  she  came  and  stood 
there,'   he   cried,   pointing   vaguely   at    the  door; 
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*  and  I  had  come  to  tell  you  I  was  going  away. 
And  slie  was  sorrj^  It  all  came  upon  us  in  a 
moment.  How  could  I  help  telling  her  ?  I  loved 
her  so  !     Forgive  me  for  Alice's  sake.' 

The  padrona  sat  gazing  at  him  for  some  mo- 
ments with  dilated  eyes ;  then  suddenly  she  hid 
her  face  in  her  hands,  and  uttered  a  low,  moan- 
ing cry  as  of  a  creature  in  pain.  All  at  once  it 
had  come  upon  her  what  it  meant.  Frank  stand- 
ing there,  full  of  anxiety,  yet  full  of  confidence, 
was  bewildered,  not  knowing  what  this  meant 
in  reference  to  himself.  But  the  truth  was  that 
Mrs.  Severn  was  not  thinking  of  him,  had  no  room 
in  her  mind  for  him  at  that  terrible  moment.  It 
was  her  child  she  was  thinking  of, — Alice,  who 
was  here  half  an  hour  ago,  and  now  was  not 
here,  and  could  never  again  be,  for  ever.  It  all 
burst  upon  her  in  an  instant,  not  anything  re- 
mediable, as  a  thing  might  be  which  was  inde- 
pendent of  the  child's  own  will,  but  voluntary, 
her  own  doing,  her  choice !  Something  sung  and 
buzzed  in  her  ears ;  her  eyes  felt  hot  and  scorched 
up  ;  sharp  pulsations  of  pain  came  into  her  temples. 

*  My  child  ! — my  baby  ! — my  first-born  I '  she  said 
to  herself.  It  was  as  if  the  earth  had  shaken 
beneath  her  feet,  and  the  house  had  crumbled 
down  about  her.  Her  whole  fabric  of  happiness 
seemed  to  shrink  up  ;  and  yet  it  was  not  so  much 
— not  so   much  that   she  asked ;  not  anything  for 
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lierself,  not  tlie  ease,  the  comfort,  the  leisure,  the 
pleasures,  so  many  had.  "Was  she  not  content, 
more  than  content  to  work  late  and  early,  to  spare 
herself  in  nothing,  to  labour  Avith  both  hands,  as 
it  were,  never  grudging  ?  Only  her  children,  that 
was  all  she  asked  to  have !  And  here  was  the 
first  of  her  children,  the  sweetest  of  all,  her  ex- 
cellency and  the  beginning  of  her  strength,  her 
companion,  and  tender  consoler,  and  sweet  helper 
— gone !  She  gave  a  cry,  a  half- smothered  moan, 
such  as  could  not  be  put  into  words.  And  all  this 
time  Frank  stood  before  her,  pale,  somewhat  de- 
sperate, but  courageous,  knowing  that  however 
the  mother  might  be  against  him,  the  daughter 
was  for  him, — and  trusting  in  his  fate. 

When  the  padrona  at  last  withdrew  her  hands  from 
her  face  it  struck  her  as  with  a  sense  of  offence  that 
he  should  still  be  standing  there.  Why  did  he, 
n  stranger,  stand  and  gaze  at  her  misery  ?  What 
right  had  he  ?  And  then  she  remembered  that  it 
was  this  boy  whom  her  child  had  chosen  out  of  the 
world,  to  give  up  her  home  for  him.  In  her  heart, 
at  that  moment,  the  padrona  hated  Frank.  She 
raised  her  head,  and  even  he,  though  he  had  no  love 
in  his  eyes  to  enlighten  him  respecting  the  changes 
in  her  face,  saw  that  the  lines  were  drawn  and 
liaggard,  the  colour  gone,  and  that  a  look  of  age  and 
suffering  had  fallen  upon  her.  But  she  commanded 
herself.     She  spoke  after  a  minute  with  an  effort. 
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'  Mr.  Reuton,  this  is  a  very  serious  matter  you  tell 
me,'  she  said  ;  '  my  daughter  is  a  child/  and  then 
she  had  to  stop  and  take  breath,  and  moisten  her 
dry  lips.  'She  is  too  young, — to  judge  what  is 
best, — for  her  life.  And  so  are  you,'  she  added, 
looking  at  him  with  a  certain  pity  for  the  boy  who 
was  so  young  too,  and  Laurie's  brother  to  boot ; 
*  you  are  both  too  young  to  know  what  you  are 
doing.  You  should  not  have  disturbed  my  Alice  I' 
she  cried,  suddenly,  unable  to  keep  in  the  reproach. 
'  Such  thoughts  would  never  have  come  into  my 
darling's  mind.     You  had  no  right  to  disturb  my 

child : ' 

She  got  up  as  she  spoke  in  a  blaze  of  momentary 
excitement,  —  anger,  grief's  twin  brother,  rising 
sudden  into  the  place  of  grief.  She  made  a  stej)  or 
two  away  from  him,  and  began  to  collect  Alice's 
work  and  fold  it  up  ^vith  her  trembling  hands, 
turning  her  back  upon  him,  as  if  this  sudden  piece 
of  business  she  had  found  was  the  most  imj^ortant 
matter  in  the  world.  Then  she  turned  round, 
raising  her  hand,  with  an  outburst  of  natural 
eloquence.  '  She  was  only  a  child,'  she  cried  ; 
^  as  much  a  child  as  when  she  sat  on  my  lap.  She 
had  not  a  thought  that  was  not  open  to  me.  I  have 
worked  for  her  almost  all  her  life,  watched  over  her, 
nursed  her,  smiled  for  her  when  my  heart  was 
breaking, —  and  all  in  a  moment,  for  a  young  man's 
vanity,  my  child  is  to  be  mine  no  longer.     Why 
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did  you  not  come  to  me  fairly,  like  an  honest  enemy, 
and  warn  me  what  you  meant  to  do  ? ' 

As  she  spoke,  standing  before  him  with  her  arm 
lifted  in  unconscious  action,  almost  towering  over 
him  in  the  greatness  of  her  suffering  and  indigna- 
tion, Frank  stood  lost  in  astonishment.  Mothers, 
so  far  as  he  knew,  were  glad  to  get  their  daughters 
off  their  hands.  Such  was  the  tradition  in  all 
regions  he  had  ever  frequented.  He  had  expected 
diflSculties,  no  doubt,  but  not  of  this  kind.  It  was 
with  a  certain  consternation  that  he  gazed  at  her, 
asking  himself  what  it  meant.  It  was  all  real,  there 
could  be  no  doubt  of  that.  Eut  yet, — he  was  in 
Fitzroy  Square.  It  was  not  a  duke's  daughter  he 
had  ventured  on  engaging  to  himself,  but  a  humble 
artistes,  who  everybody  would  have  thought  would 
have  been  glad  enough  to  have  her  child  provided 
for.  This  Frank  knew,  or,  at  least,  he  believed  he 
knew,  was  the  light  in  which  the  matter  would 
have  been  regarded  by  sensible  people.  And  he, 
though  Belgravia  no  doubt  might  have  scorned  him, 
was  no  such  contemptible  match  for  the  daughter  of 
the  painter.  He  stood  surprised  and  discomfited, 
not  knowing  how  to  reply  to  a  woman  who  addressed 
him  so  strangely.  Perhaps  it  would  be  best  to  let 
her  have  it  all  her  own  way,  and  exhaust  her 
indignation  without  contradicting  or  opjDosing  her ; 
but  then  the  passion  in  her  face  moved  the  young 
man. 
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'  I  never  tliouglit  of  coming  as  an  enemy/  lie 
said,  with  some  heat.  '  I  have  loved  her  ever  since 
I  saw  her.  I  am  not  to  blame  for  that.'  How  could 
he  be  to  blame  ?  He  had  done  naught  in  hate,  but 
all  in  honour.  And  thus  the  mother  and  the  lover 
stood  confronting  each  other,  rivals ;  but  in  a  con- 
flict which  for  one  of  them  was  without  hope. 

Then  there  was  an  interval  of  silence, — a  truce 
between  the  foes.  Frank  mechanically  turned  over 
and  over  the  books  which  lay  on  a  little  table  against 
which  he  was  leaning,  and  the  padrona  threw  herself 
into  her  chair  trembling  in  her  agitation.  Again 
and  again  her  lips  forced  themselves  to  speak,  but 
the  efibrt  was  a  A'ain  one.  She  had  not  the  heart  to 
speak.  What  was  there  to  say  ?  If  Alice's  heart 
was  gone  from  her,  then  everj^thing  was  gone.  It 
was  not  as  in  old  days,  when  she  could  have  for- 
bidden an  unsuitable  indulgence  with  the  certaint}- 
that  after  the  pain  of  the  first  few  minutes  the  smiles 
would  come  back,  the  little  heart  melt,  and  the 
child  be  herself  again.  Here  was  a  serious  trial 
now,  and  the  padrona's  heart  was  sick.  She  sat, 
not  even  looking  at  him,  with  her  head  tm-ned  to 
one  side,  and  her  mind  full  of  bitter  thoughts. 
This  silence  was  worse  than  anything  for  Frank. 
He  bore  it  as  long  as  he  could,  standing  with  his 
eyes  fixed  upon  her,  expecting  the  verdict  which 
was  to  come.  Then,  as  she  did  not  speak,  he 
summoned   up   all   his   courage.     He   made  a  few 
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steps  forward,  so  as  to  bring  himself  before  ber 
eyes,  and  thus  addressed  ber,  witb  as  mucb  steadi- 
ness and  cahn  as  be  could  command  ; — '  Mrs.  Severn,' 
be  said,  '  could  you  not  put  yourself  in  my  position  ? 
I  did  not  mean  to  betray  myself.  I  meant  to  say 
good-bye,  and  go  away,  and  never  trouble  you 
more.  But  she  was  sorry,  God  bless  ber !  She 
looked  at  me,  and  pitied  me,  and  I  did  not  know 
what  I  was  saying.  I  will  not  tell  you  a  lie, 
and  say  I  regret,'  cried  Frank,  with  excitement ;  ^  but 
I  will  say  I  am  sorry  I  bad  not  the  chance  of 
speaking  to  you  first.  Surely,  surely,  you  will  not 
refuse  her  to  me  for  that !  ' 

'  Eefuse  her  to  you  I  '  said  the  padrona,  with  an 
unconscious  contempt ;  '  refuse  her  to  you  !  You 
cannot  think  it  is  you  I  am  thinking  of.  Oh,  young 
man,  how  little  you  know  !  There  is  the  sting  of 
it !  I  would  give  everything  I  have  in  the  world 
she  had  never  seen  you  ;  but  you  make  me  work 
out  my  own  sorrow.  Can  you  believe  I  would 
hesitate  a  moment  if  it  were  only  refusing  you  ?' 
she  cried,  with  a  gesture  unconsciously  full  of  scorn, 
throwing,  as  it  were,  something  from  her.  Frank 
had  never  been  spoken  to  in  such  a  tone  before. 
He  bad  been  an  important  personage  at  Kichmont. 
Xot  so  would  his  prayer  have  been  received  there. 
The  wounded  anioKr  propre  of  his  youth  made  itself 
felt  in  his  displeasure.  He  went  to  the  nearest 
wdndow,    and   stood   staring    out    into    the    street. 


A  STRUGGLE.  27 

disgusted  with  himself,  and  half  disgusted,  if  the 
truth  must  be  told,  with  all  the  circumstances.  He 
had  been  a  fool  in  thus  committing  himself.  He  had 
behaved  like  a  fool  in  every  way,  and  this  was  his 
reward ; — not  rejection  even,  but  scorn  I 

'  But  I  can't  refuse  her  anything  ! '  the  padrona 
said  with  a  sigh,  that  came  out  of  the  very  bottom 
of  her  heart.  There  was  the  sting  of  it.  She 
could  not  turn  away,  as  impulse  would  have  made 
her,  the  lover  whom  she  felt  to  be  her  enemy. 
There  was  the  child  to  be  considered.  It  was  no 
plain  and  easy  matter  to  be  decided  upon  in  an  arbi- 
trary way.  Fathers  and  mothers  have  refused  their 
children's  wishes  before  now  for  their  good.  Daugh- 
ters have  been  even  shut  up  in  their  rooms,  starved, 
imprisoned,  bullied  into  giving  up  the  undesirable 
suitor,  as  everybody  knows.  But  these  courses 
were  not  open  to  the  padrona.  She  could  no  more 
have  stood  by  and  seen  her  child  suffer  than  she 
coidd  have  flown.  The  one  was  as  much  an  impos- 
sibility of  nature  as  the  other.  She  could  not  refuse 
Alice  the  desire  of  her  heart.  Oh,  gentle  heavens  ! 
to  think  it  could  be  the  desire  of  that  tender  crea- 
ture's heart  to  go  away  from  her  home  where  she 
had  been  cherished  since  ever  she  was  born, — from 
her  mother,  who  had  loved  and  shielded  her  for  all 
her  sixteen  years, — away  to  the  end  of  the  world 
with  a  young  man,  whom  six  months  before  she  had 
never  seen  I     And  she  not  a  woman  with  anv  weari- 
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iiess  in  her  heart,  nor  a  girl  of  adventurous  instincts, 
curious  and  longing  for  the  unknown,  but,  on  the 
contrary,  the  purest  womanly  domestic  child,  caring 
little  about  all  the  noises  of  the  great  world  with- 
out,— only  sixteen,  a  soft,  contented  creature,  happy 
in  all  the  little  business  of  her  limited  life  !  There 
was  the  wonder, — a  thing  not  new,  familiar  every 
day  ; —  and  yet  ever  miraculous,  a  wonder  and  a 
portent  to  the  padrona,  as  if  it  had  never  happened 
before. 

It  was  just  then  that  Alice  came  faltering  into 
the  room.  She  had  cried  and  leaned  her  head  on 
Miss  Hadley's  breast  when  she  was  questioned  what 
was  the  matter  ;  but  she  would  not  tell  even  that 
faithful  friend  until  mamma  knew.  Her  faithful 
friend,  indeed,  was  at  no  great  loss.  Her  eyes  were 
sharp  enough  to  make  up  the  lack  of  all  suspicion 
in  the  innocent  household.  She  divined  the  truth, 
and  she  also  divined  the  scene  that  must  be  going 
on  in  the  drawing-room.  '  I  knew  this  was  what 
would  come  of  it,'  she  allowed  herself  to  say, — 
which  was  but  natural ;  and  she  led  Alice  back  to 
the  door,  though  it  was  against  her  will.  '  My  love, 
these  two  will  never  agree  without  you,'  she  said, 
and  stayed  outside  with  that  purest  self-denial  of 
the  secondary  spectator,  burning  with  curiosity  and 
interest,  yet  giving  way  to  the  chief  personages 
concerned,  which  is  so  often  seen  among  women. 
She  would  not  even  go  into  the  dining-room,  where 
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she  miglit  have  seen  or  heard  something,  but  stayed 
outside  in  the  passage,  having  carefully  closed  all 
the  doors.  So  far  as  she  herself  ^Yas  concerned, 
Miss  Hadley  was  not  Frank's  enemy.  When  a  man 
^^poke  out  she  respected  him,  as  she  always  said.  It 
was  only  when  he  shilly-shallied  that  she  had  a 
contempt  for  him  ; — and  to  have  one  of  them  pro- 
vided for  would  no  doubt  be  a  great  matter.  Such, 
taking  Frank's  theory  of  what  was  proper  and 
natural,  was  Miss  Hadley' s  way  of  thinking ;  but 
she  knew  only  too  well  how  impracticable  Mrs. 
Severn  could  be. 

Alice  went  in  faltering,  changing  colour,  ready 
to  sink  to  the  ground  with  innocent  shame-faced- 
ness,  but  as  much  unaware  of  the  struggle  going  on 
in  her  mother's  mind  as  if  she  had  been  a  creature 
of  a  different  species.  When  she  had  made  a  few 
steps  into  the  room,  she  paused,  and  gave  a  quick 
timid  glance  at  the  two,  who  were  both  stirred  by 
her  approach.  The  padrona  rose,  and  gazed  at  her 
child,  who  had  thus  left  her  side,  while  Frank 
started  forward  to  place  himself  by  her.  This  was 
the  last  touch,  which  the  mother  could  not  bear. 
She  darted  to  Alice's  side,  put  him  away  with  her 
hand,  took  the  girl  into  her  arms,  and  holding  her 
fast,  gazed  into  her  face.  '  Alice,'  she-  said,  ^  is  it 
true  ?  Never  mind  any  one  but  me.  Look  at  me, 
— at  your  mother,  Alice.  Tell  me  the  truth, — the 
truth,  m}'  darling  I     Can  it  be  ?     Do  you  want   to 
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go  witli  liim,  and  leave  us  all, — the  boys,  and  Editli, 
and  all  that  love  you  ?  Is  it  true  ?  Do  you  want 
to  leave  me,  my  child  ? '  cried  the  mother,  in  a  voice 
of  anguish.  And  she  stood  holding  her  fast,  read- 
ing the  answer  before  it  came  in  her  eyes,  in  the 
modulations  of  her  lips, — elevated  to  such  a  height 
of  passionate  feeling  as  she  had  never  known  before 
in  all  her  life. 

Nor  was  it  a  less  trial  for  the  young  inexpe- 
rienced creature,  knowing  nothing  of  passion,  who 
was  held  thus  in  the  grip  of  despair.  Fortunately, 
Alice  could  not  understand  the  full  force  of  the 
tempest  in  her  mother's  heart.  '  Oh,  mamma,  how 
can  you  think  I  want  to  leave  you  ?'  she  cried,  with 
tears ;  and  Frank,  listening,  felt  with  a  pang  that 
he  was  cast  aside.  Then  she  paused.  'But,  oh, 
mamma,  dear  ! '  said  Alice,  with  a  soft,  pleading, 
breathless  tone,  melodious  like  the  cooing  of  a  dove, 
— '  oh,  mamma,  dear  !  '^and  she  slid  her  tender  arm 
round  her  mother's  neck,  changing  her  attitude  to 
one  of  utter  supplication, — '  you  have  Edie  and  the 
boys,  and  my  dearest  love  for  ever  and  ever.     And 

he  has  nobody  ;    and  he    says, Will   you    onl}" 

hear  what  he  says  ?  It  is  not  fancy.  He  wants  me 
most.' 

It  was  not  more  than  a  minute  that  they  stood 
thus  clinging  together,  but  Frank  thought  it  an 
hour.  He  was  left  out  of  the  matter.  It  was  they 
who  had  to  decide  a  question  so  momentous  to  them. 
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And  then  lie  became  aware  that  the  padrona  had 
cast  her  arms  round  her  child  to  support  herself, 
and  was  weeping  wildly  upon  Alice's  shoulder.  Xo 
need  for  any  further  questions.  They  had  changed 
characters  for  the  moment.  The  girl's  slight  figure 
tottered,  swayed,  steadied  itself,  supporting  with  a 
supreme  effort  the  weight  of  the  mother's  yielding 
and  anguish  ;  and  Alice  gaye  him  a  look  oyer  that 
burthen, — a  look  of  such  pain  and  sweetness  and 
confidence,  that  Frank's  heart  was  altogether 
melted.  '  Look  what  I  haye  to  bear, — what  I  haye 
to  giye  up  for  you  I '  it  seemed  to  say  ; — a  pathetic 
glance  ;  and  yet  there  was  in  it  the  triimiph  of  the 
new  loye  rooting  and  establishing  itself  upon  the 
ruins  of  the  old. 

A^Tien  the  padrona  came  to  herself  she  called 
Frank  Eenton  to  her.  It  was  not  that  she  had 
fainted  or  become  unconscious ;  but  that,  when  a 
woman, — or  a  man  either  for  that  matter, — is  sud- 
denly called  upon  to  sound  the  profoundest  depths 
of  suffering  within  her, — or  his, — own  being,  a 
mist  comes  upon  external  matters,  confusing  place 
and  fact,  and  aboye  all,  time,  which  goes  fast  or 
slow  according  to  our  consciousness.  It  might 
haye  been  years,  so  far  as  she  could  tell,  since  she 
came  in  cheerfully  from  her  walk,  fearing  no  eyil. 
8he  had  been  eno^ao^ed  in  some  awful  struofo-le 
against  her  spiritual  enemies,  principalities  and 
powers,   such  as  she   had  neyer   yet   encountered; 
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and  all  unprepared,  unarmed  for  the  conflict !  Slie 
came  to  herself,  lying  back  in  her  chair  exhausted 
as  if  with  an  illness,  without  strength  enough  left 
to  feel  the  full  force  of  any  calamity.  She  called 
Frank  Renton  to  her,  holding  out  her  hand.  '  Sit 
down  here  and  let  me  speak  to  you,'  she  said.  *  I 
am  to  listen  to  what  you  have  to  say.  And  I  will 
listen, — but  not  now.  Such  a  thing  had  never 
entered  into  my  mind.  I  thought  the  child  was 
safe  for  years.  I  thought  she  was  all  mine, — my 
consolation.  I  have  had  so  much  to  do,  it  seemed 
but  fair  I  should  have  a  consolation.  But  there  is 
nothing  fair  in  this  world.  And  now  it  is  you 
who  have  her  heart,  and  not  me, — and  I  don't 
know  you  even.  To  be  sure  you  are  Laurie's 
brother.  Mr.  Ronton,  if  you  will  come  back  to  me 
another  time,  when  I  have  got  a  little  used  to  it, 
I  will  hear  everything  you  have  to  say.' 

'  Thanks ! '  said  Frank,  not  knowing  what 
answer  to  make,  being  utterly  confused  in  his 
own  mind,  and  as  much  out  of  his  depth  in  every 
way  as  a  young  man  could  be.  And  he  would 
have  taken  the  hand  she  held  out  to  him  in  token 
of  amity, — but  Mrs.  Severn  was  not  equal  to  any 
such  signs  of  friendship. 

*  It  will  be  for  another  time,'  she  said,  sitting 
upright  in  her  chair,  and  drawing  back  a  little. 
'  If  I  had  received  any  warning ; — but  you  have 


^         A  STRUGGLE.  33 

only  met  two, — three  times  ; — is  that  all  ? '  she 
said,  with  a  sudden  spasm  in  her  voice. 

'And  at  Richmont,'  said  Frank,  divided  be- 
tween offence  and  humility.  Alice  had  left  the 
room  again,  and  the  two  were  alone. 

'■  And  at  Eichmont,'  the  padrona  repeated  with 
a  heavy  sigh.  '  I  might  have  known.  But  you 
don't  know  my  child,'  she  added,  with  sudden 
energy.  '  You  have  seen  her  pretty  face  and 
heard  her  music,  and  it  is  those  you  care  for, — 
that  is  all.  And  there  are  others  as  pretty,  and 
who  play  as  well.     You  cannot  know  my  child.' 

'  Look  here,  Mrs.  Severn,'  cried  Frank,  driven 
wild  in  his  turn  ;  '  I  have  loved  her  since  the  first 
moment  I  saw  her  under  those  curtains.  Was  it 
my  doing  ?  I  was  listening  to  the  music,  not 
thinking  of  any  one  ;  and  you  called  Alice,  and 
she  came.  And  I  have  been  struggling  against  it 
ever  since.  I  will  tell  you  the  truth.  I  was  to 
marry  money, —  everybody  had  made  up  their 
minds  to  it.  I  was  to  have  a  rich  wife  and  give 
up  India,  and  live  a  life  that  would  suit  me  much 
better  at  home.  That  is  the  truth.  And  I  tried, — 
tried  hard  to  carry  it  out.  But  I  had  seen  Alice, 
and  I  could  not.  To-day  when  I  came  I  meant 
to  try  to  say  good-bye.  I  meant  it  honestly,  upon 
my  life.  And  that  other  girl  is  prettier,  if  you 
will  speak  so,'  cried  the  young  man,  with  a  kind  of 

VOL.  III.  D 
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brutality,  *  than  Alice.  Judge  if  it  is  only  for 
that ' 

*  Then  you  will  repent,'  said  the  padrona,  blaz- 
ing up  into  an  inconsistent  jealousy  and  resent- 
ment. '  Believe  me,  Mr.  Ronton,  it  is  far  better 
to  carry  out  your  intention,  and  leave  my  penniless 
girl  alone.' 

The  young  man  started  up  with  a  muttered 
oath.  The  moment  of  passion  was  over,  but  that 
of  mutual  exasperation  had  come.  The  light  of 
battle  kindled  in  the  padrona' s  eyes.  She  would 
have  been  glad  to  be  rid  of  him  at  any  price ; 
and  yet, —  inconsistent  woman, — though  she  hated 
him  for  loving  Alice,  the  thought  that  he  had 
struggled  against  that  love,  the  thought  that  her 
child  had  been  put  in  competition  with  another,  set 
her  all  a-flame.  ^  By  heaven,  you  do  me  injustice!' 
cried  Frank.  ^  Why  will  you  misunderstand  what 
I  say  ?  Let  me  tell  you  everything  from  the  be- 
ginning. Is  it  just  to  judge  me  unheard  ?  I  am 
Laurie's  brother,  whom  you  are  fond  of;  and 
Alice  is  mine  as  well  as  yours.  She  has  no  doubt 
of  me.  Why  cannot  we  be  friends,  we  two  ?  I 
should  be  your  son ' 

*  It  must  be  for  another  time,'  said  the  padrona, 
letting  her  voice  relapse  into  languor. 

The  sense  of  exhaustion  had  been  thoroughly 
real  when  she  expressed  it  before ;  but  now,  it 
must  be  allowed,  it  was  exasperating.     The  elastic 
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soul  had  touched  the  ground,  and  rebounded  ever 
so  little.  But  she  had  rebounded  in  a  perverse, 
and  not  an  amiable  way.  It  was  not  the  calm  of 
despair,  but  an  active  wretchedness  in  which  there 
was  hope.  And  Frank,  too,  got  set  on  edge,  as 
she  was,  and  left  the  house  with  but  one  soft  word 
from  Alice  to  console  him  as  he  went,  flaming  with 
opposition  and  resentment.  He  could  turn  the 
tables  on  her  yet,  if  he  were  to  try.  He  could 
make  her  regret  her  interference,  if  he  would.  And 
then  a  visionary  Alice  gKded  into  the  young 
man's  imagination,  holding  out  her  soft  arms. 
Vex  her  because  her  mother  was  vexatious  to  him  ? 
Ah,  no  !  not  for  the  world ! 
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CHAPTER  III. 

EXCHANGED  INTO  THE  200tH. 

Frank  was  not  in  spirits  to  go  to  his  club,  or 
anywhere  else,  after  the  events  of  the  afternoon. 
He  made  a  rush  for  the  train  instead,  thirsting 
for  the  quiet  of  his  quarters,  in  which,  at  least, 
he  could  lock  himself  in,  and  be  free  from  intruders. 
With  the  same  desire  for  solitude,  he  ensconced 
himself  as  usual  in  a  corner  of  a  railway-carriage, 
hoping  there,  at  least,  to  be  able  to  indulge  his 
thoughts  in  peace.  But  it  was  a  summer's  day, 
not  yet  dark,  so  that  he  could  not  hide  himself; 
and  his  consternation  may  be  imagined  when,  in 
two  or  three  minutes,  he  heard  the  voice  of  Mrs. 
Rich  asking  for  the  Royalborough  carriage. 
'  Bless  us,  there  is  Mr.  Ronton,  Nelly !  '  she  said, 
a  minute  after,  for  Frank  had  given  a  start  at 
the  sound  of  her,  and  probably  caught  her  eye  by 
the  movement,  though  he  had  sunk  the  next  minute 
into  the  profoundest  shade.  But,  after  this,  there 
was  nothing  to  be  done  but  to  jum23  out,  and  make 
himself  useful  to  the  ladies,  and  give  up  his  hoped- 
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for  solitude.  Nelly,  of  all  people  in  the  world, 
to  face  him  at  such  a  moment  I  To  Frank  it 
seemed  as  if  fate  were  against  him.  He  had  to  go 
through  the  usual  round  of  salutations,  and  express 
his  satisfaction  at  meeting  them,  while  all  the  time 
he  fretted  and  fumed.  It  was  not  even  as  if  they 
had  heen  three,  which  is  a  safe  party.  Mrs.  Eich 
had  a  companion,  a  lady  of  about  her  own  age, 
who  was  going  to  E-ichmont  with  them,  so  that 
Xelly  was  left  to  Frank.  Neither  her  mother 
nor  she  thought  it  a  bad  arrangement.  She  made 
her  way  to  the  farther  window,  and  seated  herself, 
leaving  Frank  no  alternative  but  the  seat  beside 
her.  And  she  was  very  lively  and  full  of  ani- 
mation,— a  bright,  smiling  creature,  pleasant  to 
look  upon.  It  would  be  impossible  to  describe 
Frank's  feelings  as  he  seated  himself  beside  her, 
with  a  gap  of  two  vacant  seats  between  him  and 
the  elder  ladies  at  the  other  side,  and  the  noise 
of  the  train  to  favour  a  tete-d-tete.  *  Come  and 
tell  me  what  you  have  been  about,'  said  Nelly. 
*Are  you  always  running  up  and  down  to 
town,  you  idle  Guardsmen  ?  I  never  go  but  I 
see  heaps  of  you.  Tell  me  what  you  have  been 
about.' 

'You  had  better  tell  me  what  you  have  been 
abcut,'  said  Frank ;  '  that  would  be  more  interest- 
ing. Shopping?  or  picture- seein g ?  or, — oh,  I 
perceive,  the  flower-show.     I  had  forgotten  that' 
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*  You  were  not  there/  said  Nelly,  quickly, — 
*for  I  looked.  There  was  Lord  Edgbaston,  and  I 
don't  know  how  many  more,  who  are  always  to  be 
seen  everywhere, — but  not  you.' 

'  I  was  engaged  on  much  less  pleasant  business,' 
said  Frank,  to  whom  it  suddenly  occurred  that 
here  was  an  opportunity  to  tell  some  portion  of 
his  news.  It  could  not  be  told  too  soon,  especially 
considering  all  that  had  happened  since. 

*  Less  pleasant !  '  repeated  Nelly.  '  They  are 
very  slow  and  stupid,  I  think,  unless  one  has  some 
one  to  talk  to  one  likes.  As  for  the  flowers,  one 
can  see  them  anywhere.  I  had  Lord  Edgbaston, 
your  charming  friend,  Mr.  E-enton ;  and  he  was 
not  lively.  I  don't  suppose  his  talents  lie  in  the 
way  of  talk.' 

*  He  is  a  very  good  fellow,'  said  Frank,  with 
a  certain  tenderness,  thinking  how  soon  he  should 
have  left  all  these  pleasant  companions.  His  heart 
melted  to  them,  and  his  voice  took  a  lugubrious 
tone. 

'  How  doleful  you  are  ! '  cried  Nelly,  laughing  ; 
^one  would  think  you  were  going  to  cry.  "What 
has  been  going  on  ?  Tell  me ;  has  some  one  been 
unkind  ?  And  I  declare  you  are  quite  pale.  I 
am  getting  veryj  much  interested  ; — do  let  me 
know.' 

'  I  don't  know  that  you  will  be  at  all  interested 
when  you  hear,'    said  Frank,  with  a  certain  des- 
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peration.  '  I  have  just  been  settling  matters  about 
my  exchange  into  the  200th.  They  are  to  sail 
for  India  in  three  months,  and  it  is  not  cheerful 
work.' 

*  To  sail  for  India  in  three  months ! '  said  Nelly.  The 
change  that  came  over  her  face  was  indescribable. 
A  half-amused  incredulity,  then  the  startled  pause, 
with  which  she  might  have  said.  This  is  too  serious 
a  matter  to  joke  about;  and  then  consternation, 
anger,  mortification.  She  grew  pale,  and  then 
brilliantly  crimson,  till  the  colour  dyed  as  much 
as  could  be  seen  of  her  clear,  dark  skin.  She  had 
a  right  to  look  at  him  with  eyes  of  keen  inquiry  ; — 
not  a  right  to  interfere  or  find  fault, — but  yet  a 
right  to  ask  the  question.  He  had  gone  so  far  that 
she  had,  at  least,  that  claim, 

*  Yes,'  he  said,  with  an  exquisite  discomfort, 
such  as  would  have  been  punishment  enough  for 
worse  treachery  than  he  had  perpetrated,  ^I  have 
been  putting  it  off  and  wasting  my  time,  beguiled 
by  pleasanter  things.  But  to-day  matters  became 
urgent,  and  I  settled  it.  I  could  delay  no  longer,' 
he  said,  with  apology  in  his  tone ;  *  it  is  not  a 
cheerful  piece  of  work,  as  I  say.' 

Nelly  did  not  answer  a  word.  She  was  struck 
dumb.  That  other  day,  under  the  lime-trees,  he 
had  certainly  said  not  a  word  about  India.  He 
had  not,  indeed,  said  all  which  the  opportunity 
might  have  justified  him  in  saying.     He  had  been 
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unsatisfactory,  and  had  made  a  very  poor  use  of 
the  opportunity.  But  still  lie  had  not  so  much 
as  hinted  at  anything  which  could  explain  this. 
She  sat  in  her  corner,  bending  towards  him  a  little, 
as  she  had  been  before  he  made  this  startling 
intimation.  What  could  it  mean?  Could  he  in- 
tend to  ask  her  to  go  there  with  him  ?  Nelly's 
heart  gave  a  sudden  bound  at  the  thought.  She 
was  so  adventurous  and  eager  for  change  that 
India  itself  would  not  have  frightened  her.  Could 
that  be  what  he  meant  ?  She  did  not  change  her 
position,  but  sat  still,  turning  towards  him  in  a 
listening  attitude,  with  her  eyes  cast  down,  and 
a  certain  sharpness  of  expectation  in  her  face.  The 
idea  was  quite  new  and  startling,  but  it  was  not 
unpleasant.  She  waited,  with  a  tingling  in  her 
ears,  a  sudden  sense  of  quickened  pulsation  and 
tightened  breath,  for  the  next  words  he  should  say. 
But  at  that  moment  dumbness,  too,  fell  upon  Frank. 
His  lips  grew  dry ;  his  tongue  clave  to  his  mouth. 
He  turned  a  little  away,  and  began  to  play  uncon- 
sciously with  the  little  cane  in  his  hand,  flicking  his 
boot  with  it.  It  seemed  to  him  as  if  all  his  powers 
of  speech  were  exhausted  and  not  a  word  would 
come.  If  only  there  might  be  a  stoppage  at  some 
station,  or  an  accident,  or  anything  !  He  would 
have  welcomed  any  incident  that  would  have  inter- 
rupted this  horrible  pause.  And  not  a  word  would 
come  to  his  lips.    He  tried  to  make  up  some  ordinary 
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question  about  the  flower-stow,  but  it  would  not  do. 
He  sat  in  a  frightful  consciousness, — afraid  to  look 
at  her,  wondering  what  she  was  thinking  of  it,  how 
she  would  receive  it.  And  the  train  was  one  of 
those  nice,  quick  express  trains,  which  stop  only  at 
Slowley  junction.  The  poor  young  fellow  thought 
he  would  have  gone  mad  with  that  awful  pause  and 
stoppage  of  talk,  and  the  everlasting  iron  murmur 
and  clank  of  the  wheels. 

It  was  fuU  five  minutes  before  any  one  spoke, 
and  that  at  such  a  time,  of  course,  seemed  as  a  year. 
Then  it  was  iS'elly  who  resumed  the  conversation,  in 
a  tone  clear  and  distinct,  with  a  modulation  of  con- 
tempt in  it  which  set  Frank's  nerves  on  edge.  *  I 
do  not  see  why  it  should  not  be  cheerful  work,'  she 
said ;  '  no  doubt  you  like  it  or  you  would  not  have 
done  it;  but  it  is  sudden  surely,  Mr.  Eenton?' 
And  Frank,  who  did  not  look  at  her,  who  was  busy 
still  with  his  cane  and  his  boot,  felt  that  she  was 
looking  steadily  at  him. 

And  he  was  aggravated  at  the  tone.  It  was  the 
second  time  that  afternoon  in  which  he  had  been 
contemptuously  spoken  to ; — by  Mrs.  Severn,  first 
of  aU,  who  had  certainly  no  right  to  do  it,  and  who 
had  taken  pains  to  make  him  understand  how  little 
importance  he  was  to  her,  wha'  small  hesitation  she 
would  have  had  in  cutting  him  ofi"  from  all  good 
offices.  And  now  Nelly,  who  might  have  an  excuse, 
adopted  the  same  tone.     Naturally,  it  was  the  one 
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who  had  some  justification  for  her  scorn  who  bore 
the  brunt  of  both  offences.  He  looked  up  at  her,  and 
met  full,  as  she  had  not  expected  him  to  meet,  the 
look  of  restrained  resentment,  indignation,  and 
wounded  feeling,  with  which  she  regarded  him. 
Though  he  was  in  the  wrong,  he  met  her  eyes  with 
more  fortitude  than  she  could  exercise  in  meeting 
his.  He  it  was  who  had  been  the  traitor,  and  there- 
fore he  took  the  upper  hand.  *  I  am  surprised  you 
think  it  sudden,'  he  said,  fixing  his  eyes  upon  her  so 
resolutely  that  Nelly's  could  not  bear  the  gaze.  *  I 
have  been  in  negotiation  about  it  more  or  less  since 
ever  I  knew  you.  The  opportunity  has  been  sudden, 
but  not  the  intention.'  Thus  the  man,  being  un- 
moved by  anything  but  a  passing  .compunction 
which  he  had  overcome,  got  the  better  of  the  woman 
whose  heart  had  been  touched  ever  so  little.  He 
looked  full  at  her,  and  he  looked  her  down. 

*  But  I  thought  you  had  changed  your  mind,' 
said  Nelly  softly,  with  an  effort  to  preserve  her 
calm. 

*  Oh  no,  never  !  '  answered  Frank,  in  his  majestic 
way.  And  then  she  turned  her  face  round  to  the 
window,  and  gazed  steadily  out.  It  was  not  that 
she  was  in  love  with  him, — not  much.  But  she  was 
a  girl  who  had  had  every  toy  she  ever  longed 
for  in  all  her  life,  and  now  for  the  first  time  she  was 
denied.  She  turned  to  the  window,  and  sudden  tears 
sprang  into  her  eyes.     Her  own  impression  was  that 
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she  was  struck  to  the  heart.  Her  lip  quivered ; 
there  was  a  painful  feeling  in  her  throat.  She  had 
been  so  bright,  so  livel}',  so  full  of  enjoyment, — and 
now  the  revidsion  came  I  But  she  was  proud  enough 
not  to  make  any  very  distinct  self-betrayal.  She  did 
not  mind  showing  him  that  she  was  offended.  Even 
had  it  come  to  a  little  outbreak  of  passion  and  tears, 
she  would  not,  perhaps,  have  very  much  minded. 
But  all  she  did  now  was  to  turn  away  her  face. 
Turning  round  and  gazing  very  fixedly  out  of  a 
window  after  a  short  interval  of  very  lively  and 
friendly  conversation,  is  a  sufficiently  marked  sign 
that  something  is  wrong.  But  Nelly  did  not  utter 
any  reproach.  He  had  faced  her,  and  intimated  to 
her,  almost  in  so  many  words,  that  it  was  a  matter 
she  had  nothing  to  do  with ;  and  she  accepted  the 
intimation.  But  she  did  not  think  it  necessary  to 
put  an  amiable  face  upon  it,  as  so  many  girls  would 
have  done.  She  had  turned  almost  her  back  upon 
him  before  they  got  to  Slowley,  where  the  gorgeous 
carriage  of  the  Biches, — much  the  most  splendid  in 
the  county,  with  a  coat-of-arms  as  big  as  a  soup-plate 
upon  the  panel, — was  waiting  for  them.  And  when 
Frank  got  out  and  gave  her  his  hand  to  aKght,  Nelly 
sprang  past  him  without  taking  any  notice.  '  Good- 
bj^  Mr.  Benton ;  I  suppose  we  shall  see  you  before 
you  go,'  she  said,  without  looking  at  him.  Mrs. 
Bich  thouglit  her  daughter  must  be  out  of  her  senses 
when  she  heard  the  news,  which  it  cost  Nelly  an 
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effort  to  tell  with  composure.  Slie  had  lost  all  her 
colour,  and  looked  black,  and  pale,  and  gleaming,  and 
dangerous,  when  the  Royalborough  train  glided  on  ; 
and  Mrs.  Rich  after  an  affectionate  farewell  to 
Frank,  leisurely  ascended  into  her  carriage.  '  Have 
you  quarrelled  with  Frank  Ronton,  my  dear  ?  '  she 
said,  with  a  little  alarm. 

'  Oh,  dear  no  ! '  said  Nelly.  *  I  told  him  to  come 
and  see  us  before  he  went  away.' 

*  Before  he  went  away  ! '  said  Mrs.  Eich,  sur- 
prised. 

*  Yes.  He  has  exchanged  into  the  200th,  and 
they  are  going  to  India,'  said  Nelly,  following  the 
train,  as  it  swept  along  the-  curves,  with  an  eye 
which  was  far  from  friendly.  And  Mrs.  Rich's 
conclusion  was  that  the  young  man  must  be  mad. 

Nor  must  it  be  supposed  that  Frank  Ronton' s 
thoughts  were  particularly  comfortable  as  he  pur- 
sued his  way.  He  was  not  vain  enough  to  be 
gratified  by  Nelly's  mortification,  and  he  could  not 
conceal  from  himself  the  fact  that  he  had  not  be- 
haved quite  as  he  ought  to  have  done.  He  had  not 
gone  any  great  length,  but  still  he  had  said  and 
done  enough  to  justify  these  kind  people  in  think- 
ing badly  of  him.  He  had  made  them  an  ungra- 
cious return  for  their  hospitality  and  kindness.  And 
when  they  should  come  to  know  that  he  was  going  to 
be  married  before  he  left,  and  that  it  was  Alice  Severn 
who  was  to  be  his  bride,  what  would  they  think  ? 
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Would  it  not  look  as  if  tie  had  gone  to  Richmont 
and  pretended  to  pay  court  to  Xelly  for  the  sake  of 
their  visitor  ?  Would  it  not  be  supposed  that  both 
he  and  his  innocent  Alice  had  been  traitors ; — his 
innocent  Alice,  to  whom  the  very  thought  of  evil 
was  unknown  ?  And  then  there  was  Alice's  mother, 
—  though  she  did  not  like  him,  —  who  might  be 
injured  by  this  misconception.  Mr.  Rich  was  her 
patron,  he  had  heard.  All  this  maze  of  humiliat- 
ing contingencies  made  Frank  half  frantic.  He 
was  angry  with  Mrs.  Severn  for  being  a  painter, — 
angry  with  the  Riches  for  buying  her  pictures, — 
angry  that  there  should  be  any  connexion,  and  that, 
above  all,  a  connexion  as  of  patron  and  dependant 
between  the  family  of  the  girl  he  might  have 
married  and  that  of  the  girl  he  loved.  Thinking 
it  over,  his  very  soul  grew  sick  of  the  imbroglio. 
If  he  could  but  rush  up  to  town  and  take  his  Alice 
to  church,  and  be  off  to  India  the  very  same  day, — 
seeing  nobody,  making  explanations  to  nobody, — that 
was  the  only  way  of  managing  matters  which  could 
be  in  the  least  degree  satisfactory  ;  and  that  was  im- 
possible. Mothers  of  far  higher  pretensions  than 
Mrs.  Severn  would,  he  knew,  have  received  his  suit 
much  less  cavalierly.  He  would  have  her  suscepti- 
bilities to  Dienager  as  well  as  those  of  everybody 
else.  There  was  not  a  point  in  the  whole  business, 
except  Alice  herself,  upon  which  he  could  look  with 
the  least  satisfaction  ;  and  indeed  it  said  a  great  deal 
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for  Frank's  love  that  Alice  herself  retained  his  alle- 
giance unbroken  through  it  all. 

JSl  ext  morning  Frank  hurried  over  to  E-enton  at 
an  hour  so  early  as  to  startle  himself  and  everybody 
concerned.  He  met  his  cousin  Mary  as  she  made  her 
habitual  round  of  the  flower-beds  before  breakfast. 
It  had  always  been  hard  work  to  get  him  to  be 
ready  for  breakfast  at  all,  not  to  speak  of  sauntering 
in  the  garden.  And  yet  he  had  come  all  the  way 
from  Royalborough.  Mary  held  out  her  hand  to 
him  with  a  little  cry  of  surprise. 

*  Is  it  you,  Frank,  or  your  double?'  she  asked 
in  her  amaze.  '  It  does  not  seem  possible  it  can 
be  you.' 

'  I  wish  I  had  a  double  who  would  be  so  obliging 
as  to  do  half  my  work  for  me,'  said  Frank,  dole- 
fully. *  It  is  me,  worse  luck  !  and  if  you  don't 
stand  my  friend,  Mary,  I  don't  know  what  I  shall 
do.' 

*  Of  course  I  will  stand  your  friend.  But,  Frank, 
what  is  it  ?'  cried  Mary,  gliding  her  arm  within  his 
with  sisterly  confidence.  And  he  took  breath  for  a 
few  minutes  without  saying  a  word,  leading  her  from 
the  front  of  the  house  out  of  sight  under  the  shadow 
of  the  trees. 

*  I  may  as  well  tell  you  at  once,'  he  said,  after 
this  pause.  '  I  could  not  stand  it  any  longer.  I 
have  settled  all  about  my  exchange,  and  I  am  going 
to  India  in  three  months.' 
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'  To  India  ! '  said  Mary.  But  slie  Lad  a  brother 
in  India,  and  perhaps  it  was  not  quite  so  appalling 
to  her  as  Frank  expected  it  to  be.  She  made  a 
little  pause,  however,  and  then  she  said,  '  Poor  god- 
mamma  !'  with  as  much  feeling  as  he  could  desire. 

'  Well,'  said  Frank ;  '  could  I  help  it  ?  It  is  my 
father  you  must  blame.  How  was  it  to  be  expected 
that  I  could  get  on  in  the  most  expensive  regiment 
in  the  service  after  what  has  happened?  It  was 
my  duty  to  do  something,  and  this  was  the  only 
thing  I  could  do.' 

'  I  am  not  blaming  you,  Frank ;  I  only  said, 
"  Poor  godmamma  !"  she  will  feel  it  so,'  said  Mary ; 
'  especially  after  what  you  gave  us  to  understand 
last  time,  that  —  that  there  might  be  another 
way ' 

*  That  was  folly,'  said  Frank  hotly ;  and  then  he 
added  with  humility,  *  But  I  have  not  told  you  half 
all.  You  must  do  more  for  me  yet.  Mary,  I  am 
going  to  get  married  before  I  go.' 

'  To  get  married  ! '  Mary  repeated  with  a  start ; 
and  then  she  clasped  his  arm  tight  with  both  her 
hands,  and  looked  up  joyfully  in  his  face.  '  Then 
you  must  have  been  fond  of  her  after  all,'  she  cried. 
'  It  was  not  her  money  you  were  thinking  of.  Oh, 
Frank!  don't  be  angry.  It  made  me  so  unhappy 
to  think  you  were  going  to  marry  her  for  her 
money.' 

*  Good  heavens !  this  girl  will  drive  me  mad !' 
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cried  Frank.  '  What  nonsense  are  you  thinking  of 
now  ?  Money  !  She  has  not  a  penny,  and  you  never 
heard  of  her  in  your  life.' 

'  It  is  not  Nelly  Eich  then  ?'  said  Mary,  falter- 
ing and  withdrawing  the  clasping  hands  from  his 
arm. 

'  Nelly  Rich !  that  was  all  your  own  invention, 
and  my  mother's,'  said  Frank, — 'not  mine.  I  said 
she  would  have  suited  Laurie.  If  you  chose  to 
make  up  a  story,  that  was  not  my  fault.' 

There  was  a  pause  after  this,  for  Mary  remem- 
bered but  too  distinctly  the  conversation  about  Nelly, 
and  could  not  acknowledge  that  the  story  was  of  her 
invention.  But  she  could  hold  her  tongue,  and  did 
so  steadily,  making  no  remark,  which  Frank  felt 
was  as  great  an  injury  to  him  as  if  she  had  enlarged 
on  the  subject.  He  went  along  under  the  trees, 
quickening  his  pace  in  his  agitation,  without  much 
thought  of  Mary,  who  had  to  change  her  steps  two 
or  three  times  to  keep  up  with  him. 

*  I  suppose  you  have  no  further  curiosity  ? '  he 
said  at  length ;  '  you  don't  want  to  know  who  it 
really  is.' 

'  Yes,  Frank, — when  you  will  tell  me,'  said 
Mary,  holding  her  ground. 

*  You  are  very  provoking,'  said  her  cousin ; — 
'  if  it  were  not  that  I  had  such  need  of  you  !  You 
should   not   aggravate   a   poor   fellow   that   throws 
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himself  as  it  were  on  your  assistance ; — I  will  tell 
you  who  it  is  whether  you  care  to  hear  or  no.  It 
is  Alice  Severn, — Mrs.  Severn's  daughter,  who  was 
Laurie's  great  friend.' 

*  Laurie  again!'  said  Mary,  amazed, — 'Mrs. 
Severn  !  Are  we  never  to  have  an  end  of  Laurie's 
friends  ?  You  told  me  she  had  no  daughters.  You 
said  something  ahout  a  little  girl.  Ah,  Frank  I  I 
am  afraid  it  is  some  widow  coquette  that  first  made 
a  victim  of  Lauiie  and  now  has  done  the  same  to 
you.  I  knew  there  was  something  mysterious  about 
his  going  away.' 

*  I  wish  you  would  talk  of  things  you  under- 
stand,' said  Frank,  indignantly.  '  Alice  is  only 
sixteen.  She  is,  I  believe,  the  purest,  simplest 
creature  that  ever  lived.  As  for  Laurie,  she  was  a 
child  to  him ; — he  treated  her  like  a  child.' 

'  Sixteen  !  Of  course  she  is  only  a  child,'  said 
Mary;  'and  the  daughter  of  Mrs.  Severn  the 
painter !     Frank,  you  must  be  mad.' 

'  I  think  I  shall  be,  unless  you  help  me,'  said 
the  young  soldier.  '  Her  mother  is  furious  against 
me,  Mary;  and  so  will  my  own  mother  be,  I 
suppose.  But  what  does  it  matter  when  we  are 
going  to  India  ?  We  shall  be  able  to  live  on  what 
we  have.     She  has  no  expensive  tastes,  nor  have  I. 

'  You, — no  expensive  tastes?'  cried  Mary.  '  Oh, 
Frank !  do  pause  and  think.     I  did   not   care   for 

VOL.  III.  E 
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Nelly  Rich,  but  this  is  far  worse.  Nelly  Rich  was 
of  no  family,  but  she  had  money  ;  whereas  this  girl 
is ' 

*  The  creature  I  love  best  in  the  world/  said 
Frank,  interrupting  her  hastily,  with  a  sudden  glow 
upon  his  face.  *It  is  of  no  use  speaking.  If  I 
have  to  give  up  mother,  and  home,  and  friends,  and 
all  I  have  in  the  world,  I  shall  still  have  Alice, — 
and  Alice  means*  everything.  It  is  because  you 
don't  know  her.  But  I  tell  you  there  never  was 
any  one  like  her.  And,  Mary,  if  you  don't  stand 
by  us,  I  will  throw  up  everything  else  I  care  for  in 
the  world.' 

'But  not  her?'  asked  his  cousin,  raising  her 
eyes  to  his  face. 

*  Never  her  ! '  cried  the  young  man.  *  Give  up 
my  Alice  !  Not  for  twenty  mothers  !  I  don't  mind 
what  people  choose  to  say.  We  are  going  to  India, 
and  it  will  not  matter  to  us, — nor  your  objections, 
nor  mamma's  objections,  nor  anything  in  the  world. 
She  shall  go  with  me  if  I  run  away  with  her.  You 
understand  me  now  ? ' 

*  Is  she  the  kind  of  girl  to  run  away  with  you  ? ' 
said  Mary,  still  looking  earnestly  in  his  face. 

*  No,'  said  Frank,  with  a  little  outburst  of  im- 
patience, *I  wish  she  were.  You  may  think  how 
unpleasant  it  is  to  me  to  put  myself  at  that  woman's 
feet,  and  plead  as  if  I  were  a  beggar.  And  she 
hates  me ;  but  Alice  stands  fast,  bless  her !     And 
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her  motlier  can  refuse  her  nothing/  he  added,  with 
a  sudden  hreath  of  satisfaction.  He  was  flushed 
and  excited  with  his  story.  Mary  had  never  seen 
him  look  so  manful,  so  bright,  and  full  of  energy. 
He  had  made  up  his  mind ; — that  was  something 
gained,  at  least. 

And  then  there  was  another  pause.  Mary  did 
not  know  how  to  reply.  Frank  was  in  love,  and 
that  was  a  great,  the  greatest  recommendation  in 
his  favour.  But  this  Alice,  this  creature  of  sixteen, 
a  girl  altogether  out  of  his  sphere  !  It  was  im- 
possible for  his  cousin,  brought  up  in  the  prejudices 
of  her  class,  not  to  feel  that  there  must  have  been 
some  *  artfulness,*  some  design  upon  the  innocent 
young  Guardsman,  some  triumphant  scheme,  to  lead 
away  so  guileless  a  member  of  society ;  and  what  if 
it  were  the  same  scheme  which  had  wounded  Laurie 
too,  and  sent  him  away  with,  perhaps,  a  broken 
heart !  Such  were  Mary's  thoughts  as  she  listened. 
And  what  could  she  do  ?  Make  herself  a  party  to 
this  artful  plan?  Countenance  the  girl,  and  help 
Frank  to  ruin  himself  ?  How  could  she  do  it  ? 
And  there  were  all  the  speculations  about  I^elly 
Hich  which  had  thus  fallen  to  the  ground, — and  all 
her  godmother's  hopes  of  the  money  Frank  was 
to  marry !  Her  mind  was  full  of  perplexity.  '  I 
do  not  see  what  I  can  do,'  she  said,  faltering.  '  I 
don't  understand  it  at  all.  There  was  first  Miss 
Rich,  and  we  had  made  up  our  minds  to  that ;  and 
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now,  all  at  once,  it  turns  out  not  to  be  Miss  Rich, 
but  a  girl  no  one  ever  beard  of.  I  don't  know 
wbat  to  make  of  it,  Frank.  How  can  I  stand  your 
friend?  You  are  scarcely  one-and-twenty.  You 
don't  want  a  wife  at  all,  tbat  I  can  see ;  and  going 
to  India  too  !  And  a  girl  of  sixteen  !  I  think  you 
are  quite  unreasonable.  As  for  poor  godmamma,  I 
don't  know  how  she  is  to  bear  it.  I  see  nothing  but 
folly  in  it  myself,  and  what  can  I  say  ? ' 

Frank  made  no  answer.  He  turned  with  her 
towards  the  house,  from  which,  some  time  before, 
they  had  heard  the  sound  of  the  breakfast-bell. 
The  old  butler  stood  at  the  window  with  his  napkin 
in  his  hand,  looking  anxiously  about  the  flower- 
garden  for  Miss  Mary,  and  much  puzzled  to  divine 
whose  was  the  figure  which  he  saw  in  the  distance 
by  her  side.  Mary  had  dropped  her  cousin's  arm, 
and  the  two  walked  onward,  side  by  side,  like 
people  who  have  quarrelled,  or  between  whom,  at 
least,  some  difficulty  has  arisen.  '  My  mother  does 
not  get  up  to  breakfast?'  Frank  had  said,  and 
Mary  had  answered  'No,'  and  they  had  gone  on 
again  without  further  communication.  But  yet 
Frank  was  not  so  cast  down  as  he  might  have  been 
supposed  to  be.  He  was  sure  of  Mary,  though 
Mary  was  so  doubtful  of  him.  When  they  sat  down 
together  to  breakfast  in  the  sunshiny  quiet  of  the 
great  brown  dining-room,  they  went  over  and  over 
the  subject  again,  and  yet  again.     Frank  was  not 
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aware  that  lie  had  any  skill  in  description,  but,  all 
unawares,  lie  placed  before  his  cousin  such  a  picture 
of  Alice  and  her  curls  as  touched  Mary  ^^estbury's 
heart.  '  If  my  mother  once  heard  her  play,  she 
would  never  ask  another  question,'  Frank  said,  in 
his  simplicity ;  and  he  confided  to  ^lary  more  of 
his  troubles  in  respect  to  Xelly  Eich  than  he  had 
ever  thought  to  tell.  '  It  is  a  sneaking  sort  of 
thing  for  a  man  to  say,'  Frank  admitted,  with  a 
flush  on  his  face,  'but  it  wasn't  all  my  doing.  I 
declare  I  thought  old  Rich  meant  to  offer  her  to  me 
the  first  hour  I  was  in  the  house.  I  should  never 
have  thousrht  of  it  mvself.  And  I  met  her  to-day, 
Mary,  and  told  her  plainly  I  was  going  to  India. 
She  is  sharp  enough.  You  may  be  sure  a  fellow 
would  never  need  to  make  long  explanations  to 
her.' 

'  And  did  she  understand  this  tooP'  said  Mary, 
from  her  judicial  seat. 

*  ]N"o,  by  Jove,  I  could  not  tell  her  that,'  said 
Frank.  '  That  is  the  worst  of  it.  They  will  think 
it  was  all  made  up  then,  and  that  Alice  and  I  were 
laughing  at  them.  They  are  sure  to  think  that, 
but  it  is  not  true.  Such  an  idea  had  never  come 
into  her  innocent  head ;  and  as  for  me,  I  tried 
never  to  look  at  her,  never  to  speak  to  her,  to 
think  of  Nelly  only, — like  a  cur, — for  her  money,' 
said  Frank,  with  a  novel  fervour  of  self-disgust. 
*■  And  she 's  not  a  bad  sort  of  girl,  I  can  tell  you, 
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Mary.  I  'd  like  her  to  know  there  was  no  treachery 
meant.* 

*  I  am  glad  you  have  so  much  feeling,  at  least/ 
said  Mary,  the  Mentor,  looking  at  him  with  more 
charitable  eyes.  , 

'  Oh,  feeling !  '  cried  Frank,  '  I  wish  you  would 
not  speak  of  feeling.  And  then  there  is  her  mother. 
She  will  consent  for  Alice's  sake ;  but  she  hates 
me.  And  mamma  will  go  out  of  her  senses,  I 
suppose,'  said  the  young  man,  disconsolately.  He 
looked  so  discouraged,  so  anxious,  so  boyish,  amid 
all  the  serious  complications  he  had  gathered  round 
him,  that  it  was  all  Mary  Westbury  could  do  .to 
restrain  a  momentary  laugh.  And  yet  there  were 
few  cases  less  laughable  when  you  come  to  think 
of  it.  To  be  sure,  there  always  remained  the 
question, — a  question  which  every  sensible  person 
might  ask, — Why  was  it  needful  that  a  young  man 
of  one-and-twenty  and  a  girl  of  sixteen  should 
marry  at  all  ?  Seven  years  later  would  be  quite  time 
enough.  They  had  set  their  hearts  upon  it ;  but 
why  should  they  more  than  other  people  have  the 
desire  of  their  hearts  ?  Mary,  for  her  own  part, 
had  set  her  heart  repeatedly  on  things  that  had 
not  come,  and  were  very  unlikely  to  come  to  her. 
And  why  Frank  and  his  Alice  should  have  their 
will  at  once  out  of  hand  she  could  not  see.  But, 
after  all,  it  might  be  the  best  way  of  cutting  the 
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knot.  It  was  better  in  her  opinion  that  lie  should 
marry  any  how  for  love,  than  in  the  most  favour- 
able way  for  wealth.  And  before  Frank  quitted 
Benton,  Mary  had  undertaken  this  all  but  impos- 
sible task. 


5Q  THE  THKEE  BROTHERS. 


CHAPTEE  lY. 


Space  forbids  the  historian  to  attempt  any  descrip- 
tion of  the  difficulties  which  Mary  had  to  encounter 
in  her  benevolent  undertaking.  By  Frank's  urgent 
desire, — for  his  courage  had  altogether  failed  him, 
— nothing  was  said  on  the  subject  till  he  was  gone  ; 
and  the  consequence  was  a  very  uncomfortable  day, 
in  which  even  Mrs.  Ronton  perceived  that  there 
was  something  more  going  on  than  was  revealed  to 
her.  *What  are  you  always  talking  to  Frank 
about  ?'  she  said,  pettishly.  '  I  never  turn  my  head 
but  I  find  you  whispering,  or  telegraphing,  or  some- 
thing. If  there  is  anything  I  ought  to  know,  let 
me  know  it.' 

*  Wait  a  little, — only  wait  a  little,  dear  god- 
mamma,'  Mary  answered,  pleading ;  and  then, 
when  the  hero  was  gone,  the  tale  was  told. 

'  Going  to  India, — going  to  be  married  !  '  said 
Mrs.  Renton,  in  her  bewilderment;  *but  why 
should  he  go  to  India  if  he  marries  ?  Of  course 
he  wiU  be  provided  for  if  he  makes  up  His  mind 
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to  that.  Or  whj  should  he  marry  if  he  goes  to 
India  ? — one  thing  is  bad  enough.  Is  he  out  of  his 
senses  ?  Fifty  thousand  pounds  will  giTe  them,  at 
least,  two  thousand  a-year.' 

'  But,  godmamma,  you  are  making  a  mistake,' 
said  Mary.  '  It  is  not  Miss  Eich  Frank  is  going 
to  marry.  It  is  a  young  lady, — whom  he  met  at 
Kichmont.' 

'  Not  Miss  Eich ! '  said  Mrs.  Eenton.  '  Another 
girl !  The  boy  must  be  mad  to  go  on  making 
acquaintance  with  such  people.  And  how  much 
has  she?^  the  mother  added,  mth  plaintiTe  sub- 
mission to  a  hard  fate,  folding  her  patient  hands. 

Mary,  thus  driTon  to  the  last  admission  of  all, 
grew  quite  pale,  but  made  a  braTe  stand  for  her 
client.  '  Oh,  godmamma,'  she  cried,  '  you  must  not 
be  hard  upon  him.  He  is  so  young  ;  and  isn't  it 
better  he  should  marry  her  because  he  loTes  her 
than  because  she  is  rich  ?  She  has  not  a  penny,  he 
says.' 

When  this  awful  rcTclation  was  made,  Mrs. 
Eenton  was  excited  to  the  length  of  positiTO  passion. 
"Words  failed  her  at  first.  Her  eyes,  though  they 
were  worn-out  eyes,  retaining  little  lustre,  flashed 
fire.  Her  faded  cheeks  grew  red.  She  was  inarti- 
culate in  her  rage  and  indignation.  It  was  Mary 
who  receiTed  the  first  brunt  of  the  onslaught,  for 
encouraging  a  foolish  boy  in  such  nonsense,  and  for 
taking  it  upon  her  to  defend  him  against  aU  who 
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wished  him  well.  You  would  have  thought  it  was 
Mary  who  had  inspired  him  with  this  mad  fancy, 
put  it  in  his  head,  encouraged  him  in  it,  urged 
him  to  commit  it,  and  compromise  himself  in  the 
face  of  the  strenuous,  steady,  invariable  opposition 
of  ^  all  who  wished  him  well/  The  poor  lady  made 
herself  quite  ill  with  indignation,  and  had  to  be 
taken  to  bed,  and  comforted  with  more  tonics  and 
arrowroot  than  ever.  She  lay  there  moaning  all  the 
evening,  refusing  to  allow  poor  Mary  to  read  to  her, 
or  to  perform  any  of  her  usual  ministr^ions.  If 
it  had  not  been  that  Frank  had  left  his  boat,  having 
himself  returned  to  Eoyalborough  by  the  railroad, 
and  thus  afforded  Mary  the  opportunity  of  getting 
easily  across  the  river,  and  running  all  the  way  to 
the  Cottage  to  be  comforted  by  her  mother  for  half- 
an-hour  before  returning  to  her  charge,  I  don't 
know  what  would  have  become  of  her.  Mrs.  West- 
bury  did  not  look  the  sort  of  woman  to  seek  comfort 
from,  but  she  was  Mary's  mother,  which  makes  all 
the  difference,  and  she  had  never  got  over  her 
compunction  about  her  nephews.  This  trial  they 
were  all  going  through  was  her  doing,  and  though 
she  sympathised  much  more  with  her  sister-in-law 
than  with  Frank  in  the  present  case,  she  was  not 
without  a  certain  pity  for  the  boy.  *  He  must  be 
mad,'  she  said  ;  '  but  if  it  can't  be  put  a  stop  to,  it 
must  be  put  up  with ;  and  your  aunt  will  have  got 
a  little  used  to  it  by  to-morrow.'     Thus  comforted 
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Mary  went  back,  not  without  a  little  wondering 
comparison  in  her  own  mind  between  the  people 
who  could  do  rash  things  and  have  their  will,  and 
those  who  had  '  to  put  up  with  '  everything  that 
might  chance  to  come  in  their  way,  and  never  had 
it  in  their  power  to  please  themselves.  She  was 
a  very  good  girl,  full  of  womanly  kindness  and 
charity ;  but  it  is  not  to  be  supposed  that  close 
attendance  upon  a  weariful  invalid  like  her  aunt, 
not  ill  enough  to  move  any  depth  of  sympathy,  but 
requiring  perpetual  pettis  soins,  and  endless  con- 
sideration in  every  detail  of  life,  was  a  kind  of 
existence  to  be  chosen  by  a  lively  girl  of  twenty. 
Poor  Mary  was  the  scapegoat  and  ransom  for  the 
sins  of  her  family.  The  three  '  Ronton  boys  '  were 
all  going  away  on  their  own  courses,  comforting 
themselves  about  their  mother, — when  they  thought 
of  her  at  all, — by  the  reflection  that  Mary  was  with 
her.  They  could  go  away,  but  Mary  could  not 
budge.  It  was  rather  hard,  when  you  came  to 
think  of  it.  And  that  Frank,  not  three  months 
older  than  herself,  should  marry  and  set  out  in  life, 
and  go  blithely  ofi"  to  all  the  novelty  and  all  the 
brightness,  and  no  one  have  any  power  to  stop  him  ; 
while  she  stayed  at  home,  making  excuses  for  him, 
and  doing  duty  for  all  three !  Mary  was  a  com- 
fortable kind  of  young  woman,  and  went  into  no 
hysterics  over  her  fate ;  neither  did  she  rave  to 
herself  about  the  awful  blank  of  routine  and  the 
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want  of  excitement  in  her  life.  But  she  did  feel  a 
little  envy  of  Frank,  and  pity  for  herself,  as  she 
glided  across  the  silvery  river  in  the  summer 
twilight.  Doing  must  be  a  pleasanter  thing  than 
'  putting  up  with,'  even  to  a  philosophical  mind. 

The  next  day  Mrs.  Ronton  had  got  a  little  used 
to  it.  She  exerted  herself  to  the  unusual  extent  of 
writing  Frank  a  letter,  conjuring  him  by  all  his 
gods  to  repent  ere  it  was  too  late,  and  to  return  to 
the  paths  of  common  sense  and  discretion ;  and 
when  she  had  done  this,  she  called  Mary  to  her,  and 
asked  a  hundred  questions  about  '  the  girl.'  '  Her 
mother  was  one  of  Laurie's  great  friends,'  Mary 
said,  trying  to  make  the  best  of  it. 

^All  the  doubtful  people  one  knows  of  seem 
to  be  Laurie's  friends,'  said  his  mother,  pathetically. 
And  thus  the  crisis  was  over  at  Eenton,  for  the 
moment  at  least. 

At  Richmont,  however,  affairs  took  a  much  more 
serious  turn  when  the  whole  truth  was  known. 
Nelly's  intimation  that  Frank  was  going  to  India 
had  not  very  much  affected  that  sanguine  household. 
'  It  will  bring  things  to  a  point,'  Mrs.  Eich  had 
said  to  her  husband.  '  He  has  done  it  in  some  little 
spirit  of  independence,  not  to  be  obliged  to  his  wife, 
you  know  ;  but  if  he  comes  to  an  understanding  with 
Nelly,  we  '11  make  him  exchange  again.' 

^  Ah !  if  he  comes  to  an  understanding  with 
Nelly.     But  she  shall  never  go  to  India  with  him,' 
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said  tlie  father.  '  Xo  young  fellow  shall  blow  hot 
and  cold  with  my  daughter.  I  'd  have  done  with  him 
at  once.' 

*  Nonsense  !  It  has  been  some  little  tiff  between 
them/  said  the  more  genial  woman.  And  even 
iN^elly  got  by  degrees  to  believe  that  it  was  not  yet 
finaUy  over.  But  when  the  whole  truth  was 
whispered  at  Richmont, — as  it  soon  was  by  one  of 
the  officers  who  had  learned  the  fact,  no  one  knew 
how, — the  family  in  general  became  frantic.  Nelly 
kept  her  temper  outwardly  at  least,  and  held  her 
tongue,  having  some  regard  for  her  own  dignity; 
but  the  father  and  mother  were  wild  with  rage. 
People  whom  they  had  patronised  so  liberally  ! — a 
woman  to  whom  they  had  just  given  such  a  commis- 
sion !  When  this  thought  occurred  to  them,  they 
exchanged  glances.  Next  day,  without  sajdng  a 
word  to  any  one,  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Rich  went  up  to 
town.  They  bore  no  external  signs  of  passion  to  the 
ordinary  eye,  but  in  their  hearts  they  were  breathing 
fire  and  flame  against  every  Ronton,  every  Severn, 
every  creature  even  distantly  connected  with  either. 
There  was  very  little  conversation  between  the  two 
indignant  parents  as  they  made  their  way  solemnly 
to  Fitzroy  Square.  A  certain  judicial  silence,  and 
stern  restraint  of  all  the  lighter  manifestations  of 
feeling,  alone  marked  the  importance  of  their 
mission.  They  were  shown  up  to  Mrs.  Severn's 
studio  by  their  own  request, — having  peremptorily 
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refused  any  sucli  half-way  ground  as  tlie  drawing- 
room,  as  if  they  had  come  to  treat  with  their  equals. 
The  workshop  of  the  woman  who  was,  as  it  were,  in 
their  employment,  working  to  their  order,  was  the 
more  appropriate  place. 

They  found  the  padrona  standing  at  her  work 
with  looks  very  different  from  her  usual  aspect. 
Something  spiritless  and  worn  was  in  the  very 
attitude  of  her  arm,  in  the  fall  of  her  gown,  and 
dressing  of  her  hair.  It  was  not  that  she  was  less 
neat,  less  carefully  dressed,  less  busy.  But  the 
woman  was  in  such  unity  with  herself,  that  her 
unusual  despondency  communicated  itself  to  every 
detail  about  her.  She  had  no  heart  for  Cinderella, — 
the  little  loving  figure  triumphing  in  its  new  life, — 
the  sour,  elder  women  standing  by  who  were  grudg- 
ing,— ^what  were  they  grudging  ?  The  child's  hap- 
piness, or  her  triumph,  or  the  loss  of  her  ?  She  had 
not  even  heart  enough  to  rouse  her  to  the  heights  of 
artist-passion,  and  to  work  in  her  own  heart  into 
the  picture,  as  doubtless  she  would  yet  do,  some 
time  when  all  was  over.  She  stood  with  her 
sketches  hung  round  the  walls,  and  the  whole  room 
full  of  this  commission  of  her  rich  patron, — the 
commission  which  made  her  living  quite  secure  and 
above  the  reach  of  chance,  and  her  mind  easy  for 
the  year,  —  but  listless,  spiritless,  mechanical,  her 
heart  gone  out  of  her  life. 

Mrs.  Severn  was  so  much  pre-occupied  that  she 
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did  not  even  notice,  what  at  another  time  she  would 
have  been  so  ready  to  notice, — the  changed  tone  of 
the  Riches  as  they  came  in.  Lucidly  for  her  own 
comfort,  she  had  never  heard  that  there  was  '  any- 
thing between '  Nelly  Eich  and  Frank  Ronton.  Such 
a  reason  for  having  nothing  to  say  to  him  would 
have  been  very  welcome  to  the  padrona.  But  she 
could  not  refuse  to  have  anything  to  say  to  him 
without  breaking  her  child's  heart ;  and,  accord- 
ingly what  did  it  matter  ?  It  was  to  Alice,  not  to 
him,  that  she  had  yielded.  Therefore,  she  received 
very  much  as  a  matter  of  course  Mrs.  Rich's  pre- 
tended congratulations.  *  "We  hear  that  great  things 
have  been  happening  with  you,'  she  said.  '  I  am  sure 
I  had  no  idea,  when  Alice  was  at  Richmont,  that  she 
was  such  an  advanced  young  lady.  I  suppose  it  was 
going  on  then,  though  we  knew  nothing  about  it.' 

*  I  don't  know,'  said  the  padrona.  '  I  cannot 
give  you  any  information.  It  is  not  a  pleasant  sub- 
ject to  me  ;  but  I  don't  suppose  it  was  going  on 
then.' 

*  Not  a  pleasant  subject !'  cried  Mrs.  Rich,  with 
not  unjustifiable  virulence.  *  Oh,  my  dear  Mrs. 
Severn,  you  must  not  tell  me  that.  "We  all  know 
what  a  mother  feels  when  she  has  succeeded  in 
securing  a  charming  parti  like  Mr.  Frank  Renton 
for  her  favourite  child.' 

'  Is  he  so  ? '  said  the  padrona.  *  Indeed,  I  should 
not  have  thought  it.     But  I  am  not  in  charity  with 
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Mr.  Frank  Renton.  I  wish  we  had  never  seen  him. 
I  am  like  Cinderella's  sisters/  she  said,  with  an 
attempt  at  a  smile  ; — 'I  am  spiteful ;'  and  there  was 
a  something  in  the  droop  and  languor  of  her  aspect 
which  began  to  melt  the  hearts  of  the  avengers.  She 
looked  so  unlike  herself. 

^  Nay,  nay,'  said  Mrs.  Severn's  patron.  ^  Of 
course  it  is  a  fine  thing  for  you  to  have  your  daugh- 
ter settled  so  soon.  And  a  fine  thing  for  her  too, 
— a  girl  without  any  fortune.  Not  many  men,  I  can 
tell  you,  would  have  been  so  rash.' 

'  Then  I  wish  Mr.  Frank  Eenton  had  not  been 
so  rash,'  cried  the  padrona,  with  rising  spirit.  ^  I 
would  have  thanked  him  on  my  knees  had  he  kept 
away  from  this  house.  I  cannot  see  any  good  in  it. 
Forgive  me  !  I  have  no  right  to  trouble  you  with 
my  vexations.  I  will  show  you  my  sketches,  which 
are  more  to  the  purpose.' 

*  Yes,'  said  Mr.  Eich,  with  hesitation.  ^  It  was 
principally  about  them, — we  came  to  speak.' 

The  padrona,  in  her  unsuspiciousness,  became 
half  apologetic.  *  I  should  have  written  to  ask  you 
to  come  and  see  them,'  she  said ;  '  but  this  business 
has  put  everything  else  out  of  my  mind;'  and  she 
began  to  collect  her  drawings  in  their  difierent 
stages,  and  to  rouse  herself  np,  and  show  her  work, 
as  became  her.  The  avengers,  meanwhile,  looked  at 
each  other,  recruiting  their  failing  courage  from 
each  other's  eyes. 
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*  Pray  don't  give  yourself  any  trouble/  said  Mr. 
Eich.  The  fact  is,  Mrs.  SeTern, — I  am  Tery  sorry, 
— my  wife  and  I  have  been  talking  things  over,  and 

she,  —  I,  —  I  mean  we, — are  not  quite   sure . 

What  I  would  say  is,  that  if  you  could  make  a 
better  bargain  with  any  one, — a  dealer,  perhaps,  or 
any  of  your  private  friends, — for  these  pictures, — 
why,  you  know  I  would  not  stand  in  your  way/ 

*  A  better  bargain  ! '  said  the  padrona  in  amaze, 
not  perceiving  in  the  least  what  he  meant ;  '  but  I 
never  should  dream  of  a  better  bargain.  I  am 
painting  the  pictures  for  you.' 

'  Yes ;  I  know  there  was  some  understanding  of 
that  kind,'  said  the  uneasy  millionnaire.  '  Some  sort 
of  arrangement  was  proposed,  —  but,  you  know, 
circumstances  alter  cases.  I, — I  don't  see, — and 
neither  does  my  wife, — that  we  can  go  on  with  that 
arrangement  now.' 

The  padrona  had  been  standing  by  her  great 
portfolio,  taking  some  drawings  out  of  it.  She  stood 
there  still,  motionless,  as  if  she  were  paralysed.  Ever}^ 
tinge  of  colour  left  her  face ;  her  eyes  gazed  out  at 
them  for  one  moment  blanlity,  with  a  sudden  pang 
which  made  itself  somehow  dimly  apparent,  though 
she  did  not  say  a  word.  It  was  a  cruel  blow  to  h^\ 
For  a  moment  she  could  not  speak,  or  even  move, 
in  the  extremity  of  her  astonishment.  Before  the 
echo  of  these  extraordinary  words  had  died  in  her 
ear,  Mrs.   Severn's  rapid  mind  had  run  OTer  in  a 
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moment  all  there  would  be  to  do  in  the  dreadful 
year  whicli  was  coming,  —  Alice's  outfit,  and  the 
marriage  which  was  such  pain  to  think  of,  but 
which,  nevertheless,  must  be  planned  and  provided 
for,  so  that  her  child  should  have  all  due  honour. 
As  she  stood  and  gazed  at  the  two  faces  which  were 
looking  at  her,  it  was  all  she  could  do  to  keep  down 
two  bitter  tears  that  came  to  her  eyes. 

^  I  thought  it  was  more  than  an  arrangement,' 
she  said ;  *  perhaps  because  it  was  of  more  import- 
ance to  me  than  it  was  to  you.  I  thought  it  was  a 
bargain.  The  price  was  settled,  you  know,  and 
everything.' 

'  Yes,  oh  yes,'  said  both  together.  *  I  know 
there  was  a  great  deal  said.'  '  Mr.  Rich  was  in  a 
buying  humour  that  day,'  said  the  wife.  *  But  cir- 
cumstances alter  cases,'  said  the  husband.  They  had 
done  their  work  more  completely  than  they  meant 
to  do  it ;  but  yet  they  were  not  going  to  give  in. 

Mrs.  Severn  bowed  her  head.  She  could  not 
speak.  It  was  the  cruellest  aggravation  of  all  her 
other  troubles !  '  If  that  is  the  case,'  she  said, 
after  a  long  pause,  *  of  course  I  must  arrange  other- 
wise;' and  then  she  came  to  a  dead  stop,  turning 
0"^er  the  drawings  unconsciously  with  her  agitated 
hands. 

'Oh,  you  will  find  no  difiiculty  about  it,'  said 
Mr.  Hich,  rubbing  his  hands  ;  '  you  are  so  well 
known.     There   is  Lambert  will  take   as  many  of 
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your  pictures  as  you  can  give  him,  and  there  is 
that  man  in  Manchester ^ 

'  Thanks/  said  the  padrona.  '  I  shall  find  a 
purchaser,  I  hope.'  And  then  there  was  a  dead 
silence  ;  and  the  two  avengers  felt  inclined  to  droj) 
through  the  floor  and  hide  themselves.  They  were 
not  cruel.  They  had  taken  no  thought  of  what 
they  were  doing,  and  when  they  perceived  the 
reaKty  of  it,  could  have  bitten  out  their  tongues 
for  saying  such  words.  And  yet  what  were  they  to 
do  ?  They  could  not  imsay  what  they  had  that 
moment  said. 

As  for  Mrs.  Severn,  she  was  too  much  occupied 
with  her  own  thoughts  to  exert  herself  to  set  at 
their  ease  the  dealers  of  so  cruel  a  blow.  But  yet, 
after  a  while,  the  instinct  of  courtesy,  which  is  so 
strong  in  some  natures,  came  to  the  surface.  Those 
two  tears  which  had  wanted  to  come  had  been  re- 
absorbed somehow,  and  she  gave  herself  a  little 
shake ;  and,  with  a  curious  smile  about  her  mouth, 
went  forward  to  the  two  embarrassed,  uncomfortable 
people.  '  Perhaps  you  will  look  at  the  picture  all 
the  same,  and  tell  me  if  you  like  it,'  she  said. 
And  then  the  startled  pair,  feeling  very  small  and 
very  angry  with  her  for  her  magnanimity,  made  a 
few  steps  forward,  huddled  together  for  mutual 
support,  and  gazed  in  grave  silence  at  Cinderella. 
She  set  it  in  the  best  Kght  for  them,  and  showed 
them  how  much  was  complete,  and  how  much  was 
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still  to  do.  Tlie  arrow  they  had  sent  at  her  was 
still  sticking,  quivering,  in  her  heart.  And  she 
had  not  time  to  pluck  it  out,  but  she  had  time  to  be 
very  civil,  and  smile  upon  the  discomfited  pair. 
Perhaps  she  overdid  it  just  a  little  ;  but  to  such  a 
brave  spirit,  confronting  all  the  w^orld,  as  it  were, 
and  standing  alone  in  the  fight,  it  is  difficult  to 
keep  a  certain  glimmer  of  contempt  out  of  the  loftj 
forgiveness  which  it  awards  to  its  enemies.  There 
was  a  touch  of  scorn  in  the  padrona's  smile.  But 
when  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Rich  had  crept  down-stairs  to 
their  carriage,  it  is  impossible  to  describe  the  state 
of  downfall  in  which  they  found  themselves.  ^  She 
did  not  feel  it  a  bit,'  said  Mrs.  Kich,  trying  to 
console  herself.  '  And  she  has  many  friends  among 
the  dealers,'  said  the  millionnaire,  a  little  ruefully. 
'  I  shouldn't  wonder  if  some  fool  gave  a  hundred 
or  two  more  for  the  series, — and  my  idea  ! '  he  add- 
ed, with  a  certain  indignation.  And  they  went 
home  very  uncomfortable.  He  might  be  free  to 
withdraw  from  his  bargain,  according  to  the  letter 
of  the  law,  but  he  could  not  charge  his  fee-rent  for 
the  idea,  having  rejected  the  pictures  in  which  it 
was  to  be  carried  out. 

When  she  had  seen  them  safely  out,  the  padrona 
dropped  softly  into  her  big  chair,  and  hid  her  face 
in  her  hands.  Alice's  outfit,  and  the  wedding,  and 
all  the  year's  expenses,  which  she  had  thought 
safelv  provided  for,  and  her  little  triumpli  in  being 
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free  of  the  dealers  for  once, — they  were  all  gone  ! 
It  was  not  such  a  moving  spectacle,  perhaps,  as  if 
she  had  been  a  young  girl  weeping  for  her  lover. 
But  those  two  tears  that  forced  themselves  out, 
womanish,  against  her  clasped  hands,  what  concen- 
trated pain  was  in  them !  They  were  more  bitter 
than  many  a  summer  torrent  out  of  younger  eyes. 
And  then  she  sprang  to  her  feet,  and  snatched  at 
her  palette,  and  went  to  work  with  flaming  cheeks 
and  a  headache,  and  all  her  old  fire  in  her  eyes. 
.She  had  been  listless  enough  before,  but  she  was 
not  listless  now. 

^Vhen  Nelly  Rich,  however,  heard  of  this  won- 
derful proceeding,  their  grand  house  became  too 
hot  to  hold  the  unhappy  pair.  'Withdraw  your 
commission!  for  what  reason,  in  heaven's  name?' 
cried  Xelly,  blazing  at  them  in  thunder  and  light- 
nino:.  The  girl  was  half  crazv  with  shame  and 
disg-ust.  She  brought  her  father  almost  to  his 
knees  before  the  day  was  over,  and  flew  to  London, 
post  haste,  by  herself,  in  spite  of  everybody's  remon- 
strances, to  make  up  the  matter.  '  Papa  had  gone 
out  of  his  senses,  I  suppose,'  she  said,  dissembling 
her  fury,  to  Mrs.  Severn.  '  Padrona  mia,  for  the 
sake  of  old  times,  joii  will  not  mind  ?  He  is  so 
sorrj'.  They  were  both  mad,  I  suppose.'  If  Mrs. 
Severn  had  followed  her  first  impidse,  she  would 
have  held  by  the  dealers,  who  were  not  liable  to 
such  madness ;  but  she  was  her  children's  mother. 
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and  had  tlie  bread  and  butter  to  think  of,  and  was 
not  able  to  aiFord  such  luxuries  as  revenge  or  pride. 
So  that  nobody  was  the  worse  for  the  patron's  ill- 
temper  except  himself;  and  two  people  were  the 
better, — to  wit,  Nelly  and  Cinderella,  the  latter  of 
whom  had  been  undoubtedly  languishing  under  the 
weight  of  Mrs.  Severn's  heavy  heart,  until  this 
violent  pinch  of  apparent  evil  fortune  came  to  sting 
her  into  life. 

As  for  ]N'elly,  setting  her  foot  into  the  studio  did 
her  good.  The  smell  of  the  pigments,  and  the  sight 
of  the  rubbish  about, — all  the  sketches,  and  unused 
bits  of  canvas,  and  bursting  portfolios,  were  balm  to 
the  impetuous  but  not  ungenerous  girl.  ^I  don't 
want  to  see  Alice,'  she  said  ;  *  it  was  sly  of  her  not 
to  tell  me.  No,  I  don't  want  to  see  her ;  but  she 
is  very  happy,  I  suppose ; '  and  it  was  not  possible 
that  this  could  be  said  without  a  certain  bitterness, 
considering  all  that  had  come  and  gone. 

*  Nelly  dear,  don't  speak  of  it,'  said  the  padrona, 
who  was  ignorant  of  all  the  complications ;  and  she 
went  and  gave  the  little  messenger  of  consolation  a 
kiss,  and  suffered  herself  to  shed  a  tear  or  two  out 
of  her  full  heart.  '  I  thought  it  would  have  killed 
me  at  first,'  she  said,  going  back  to  her  work  with 
trembling  hands.  And  the  hand  that  shook  so 
made  a  dreadful  business  of  Cinderella's  white  dress, 
and  then  the  mother  put  away  her  tools,  and  sat 
down  and   cried.     Nelly   had   been   poor   Severn's 
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pupil  in  the  old,  old  days,  and  the  sight  of  her 
brought  nothing  but  softening  thoughts  to  the 
padrona's  mind ;  and  the  fountain  was  opened  that 
she  kept  so  bravely  shut..  As  for  NeUy  herself, 
every  moment  in  that  room  was  good  for  her.  She 
cried  too,  and  washed  all  her  bitterness  away  in 
those  tears,  and  turned  Frank  Renton  and  all  his 
misdoings  courageously  out  of  her  imagination.  I 
doubt  whether  he  had  ever  got  so  far  as  her 
heart. 

'  I  only  want  you  to  tell  me  one  thing,'  she  said, 
somewhat  fiercely,  to  Alice,  who  came  in,  all  uncon- 
scious, after  the  tears  were  dried,  glad  and  wondering. 
*  Was  it  going  on  when  you  were  at  E,ichmont  ?' 

'  It  ? — what  ? '  said  simple  Alice,  and  then  the 
child's  ready  blush  covered  her  face.  '  Oh,  no,  no  I  It 
never  came  on  at  all ;  it  came  into  our  minds  in  a 
moment,  when  we  knew  he  was  going  away.' 

And  Nelly  Rich  was  so  magnanimous  as  to  kiss 
Alice  too. 

*  Tell  him  I  did  it, — and  that  I  bear  no  malice,' 
she  said,  with  a  laugh ;  and  then  went  away  with 
Miss  Hadley,  who  saw  her  safely  to  the  railway 
station,  and  made  the  story  still  more  plain  to  her. 
The  governess  thought  it  strange  of  Mrs.  Piich  to 
permit  her  daughter  to  run  about  alone  in  this  way, 
but  reflected  that  it  might  be  one  of  the  strange 
customs  of  '  those  sort  of  people,'  and  did  her  duty 
by  the  young  lady,  putting  her  under  the  care  of  the 
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guard,  and  keeping  an  eye  on  the  carriage  till  the 
train  started.  The  journey  might  be  slightly  inde- 
corous, but  it  did  more  good  than  any  tonic  in  the 
world. 

And  so  it  came  about  that  in  September  Frank 
Eenton  sailed  from  Southampton  to  join  his  regi- 
ment, with  his  young  wife, — the  only  one  of  the 
brothers  who  made  anything  like  a  practical  conclu- 
sion to  the  little  romance  of  their  beginning.  Though 
he  had  hesitated  for  some  time  as  to  whether  he 
should  follow  interest  or  inclination,  Frank  was  not 
the  sort  of  man,  when  his  choice  was  made,  to  care 
very  much  what  he  might  tread  upon  in  his  way. 
He  would  have  given  no  one  pain  willingly,  but  to 
have  his  way  was  the  most  important  matter,  and  he 
had  it  accordingly.  They  were  a  couple  of  babies 
to  set  forth  thus  together,  to  face  the  world, — one- 
and- twenty  and  sixteen  !  but  their  very  youth  kept 
them  from  any  consciousness  of  the  gravity  of  the 
undertaking.  They  went  forth  with  the  daring 
ignorance  of  two  children,  hand  in  hand.  There 
were  several  hearts  that  ached  over  the  parting,  and 
one  had  almost  broke  in  the  effort.  And  the  bride 
shed  a  few  soft  tears,  and  the  bridegroom  kissed  his 
hand  to  the  23eople  who  stayed  behind  ;  and  thus  the 
last  of  the  three  Rontons  carried  out  his  father's  will, 
and  launched  himself  upon  the  world. 
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CHAPTER  Y. 

THE  FALLING  OF  THE  WATERS. 

The  readers  of  this  history  must  be  prepared  to  pass 
over  an  interval  of  something  less  than  seven  years 
from  the  end  of  the  last  chapter.  I  allow  that  it  is 
a  most  undesirable  break,  but  yet  it  has  been  in- 
volved from  the  beginning  as  a  necessity  of  the 
narrative. 

IJs^early  seven  years  had  elapsed  since  Mr. 
Eenton's  death  at  the  moment  when  we  again 
approach  Henton  Manor.  He  died  in  September, 
and  it  was  the  beginning  of  August  when  Mrs. 
Renton  received  a  note  from  Mr.  Ponsonby,  the 
lawyer,  announcing  his  intention  of  arriving  at  the 
Manor  the  next  day.  Mrs.  Penton  had  not  improved 
much  in  health,  but  she  had  laid  aside  her  mourning, 
and  wore  grey  and  violet,  and  pretty  caps,  once  more. 
Her  existence  had  known  very  little  change  during 
all  these  years.  iS'ow  and  then  the  tonics  had  been 
changed,  and  she  had  substituted  for  a  whole  year 
the  Pevalenta  Arabica  for  the  arrowroot ;  but  the 
difference   was   scarcely  perceptible   except    to   the 
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maid  and  the  cook,  and  I  believe,  on  the  whole,  the 
arrowroot  was  found  to  agree  with  her  best.  She 
had  taken  her  drive  almost  every  day  with  a  feeling 
that  she  was  doing  her  duty.  *  My  dear  husband 
always  made  such  a  point  of  my  drive,'  she  said, 
plaintively,  thoiigh  for  her  own  part  she  would  have 
preferred  her  sofa;  and  so  had  lived  on,  very 
punctual  in  taking  her  medicine,  a  woman  humbly 
conscious  of  fulfilling  all  the  duties  of  her  life. 
Mary  Westbury  had  been  generally  her  companion 
in  these  drives ;  and  as  she  was  younger  and  not  so 
settled  in  mind,  had  sometimes,  it  must  be  allowed, 
felt  as  if  life  was  no  better  than  a  leisurely  pro- 
menade between  two  rows  of  hedgerows,  sometimes 
green  and  sometimes  brown.  The  carriage  was  very 
comfortable  and  the  horses  were  very  fat,  and  there 
were  a  great  many  charming  points  of  view  within 
a  radius  of  fifteen  miles  round  Renton;  but  still 
there  were  moments  in  which  Mary  was  such  an  in- 
fidel as  to  wish  herself  jogging  to  market  in  the 
passing  cart,  or  carrying  a  basket  along  the  road,  or 
anywhere  rather  than  in  that  luxurious  corner.  If 
anything  had  happened  to  make  Mrs.  Renton  *  put 
down,'  as  people  say,  her  carriage,  she  would  have 
regarded  it  as  a  calamity  altogether  immeasurable ; 
but  I  think  that  both  she  and  her  niece  would  have 
felt  a  burden  taken  off"  their  minds.  She  would 
have  been  left  at  peace  on  her  sofa,  and  Mary  could 
have  taken  needful  exercise  in  her  own  way.     But 
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siicli  a  blessing  in  disguise  was  beyond  praying  for. 
Mr.  Renton,  thoiigli  be  bad  been  so  bard  upon  bis 
sons,  bad  provided  very  tenderly  for  bis  wife's 
comfort. 

Kenton  bad  been  bers  for  tbese  seven  years,  and 
bad  been  kept  precisely  as  it  was  wben  it  was  tbe 
borne  of  tbe  wbole  family, — not  a  servant  dismissed 
nor  a  cbange  made ;  and  tbus  tbe  beigbt  of  com- 
fort bad  been  secured.  Mary,  too,  was  very  comfort- 
able,— no  young  woman  could  be  more  so.  Sbe  bad 
a  maid  of  ber  own,  wbicb  would  bave  been  an  im- 
possible luxury  at  bome,  and  a  liberal  aUo\\-ance  for 
ber  dress,  and  a  fire  in  ber  room,  if  sbe  cbose,  from 
October  to  May,  or  indeed  all  tbe  year  tbrougb,  if 
sucb  was  ber  pleasure ;  and  tbe  freedom  of  various 
libraries,  and  an  excellent  piano,  and  any  amount  of 
worsted  work  sbe  cbose.  And  tben  tbe  drive  every 
afternoon,  wet  and  dry,  '  so  tbat  sbe  bas  tbe  air  and 
tbe  cbange,  wben  we  poor  people,  wbo  bave  no 
carriage,  must  stay  indoors,'  Mrs.  Westbury  said 
wben  sbe  described  ber  daugbter's  bappiness.  And 
tbis  felicity  bad  gone  on  for  nearly  seven  years. 

*  I  wonder  wbat  Mr.  Ponsonby  wants,'  said  Mrs. 
Renton.  '  He  migbt  bave  come  witbout  any  inti- 
mation. I  am  sure  be  generally  does.  Wby  be 
sbould  send  word  like  tbis,  as  if  be  bad  some  news 
to  bring,  I  cannot  conceive.  I  do  bope  it  is  notbing 
about  tbe  boys.' 

'  It  cannot  be  anytbing  about  tbem,'  said  Mary. 
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*  Consider,  godmamma,  you  liad  a  letter  from  Ben 
just  the  other  day,  and  Frank  and  Alice  wrote  by 
the  last  mail.' 

'  That  is  all  very  true,'  said  Mrs.  Ronton  ;  '  but 
how  can  I  tell  that  they  may  not  have  telegraphed 
or  something  ?  And  then  there  is  Laurie  always 
wandering  all  over  the  world.  He  may  have  gone 
off,  as  he  did  the  first  time,  without  letting  any  one 
know.' 

'  But  he  would  never  have  dreamed  of  sending 
Mr.  Ponsonby  to  tell  you,'  said  Mary ;  '  he  would 
have  written  direct.  Laurie  is  the  best  corre- 
spondent of  them  all.' 

'  Or  he  may  be  going  to  be  married,'  said  Mrs. 
Ronton, — 'he  or  Ben.  By  the  way,  he  says  some- 
thing about  Ben ;  but  all  those  business  people  write 
such  bad  hands.  Perhaps  you  can  make  it  out.  I 
am  sure  it  is  too  much  for  me.' 

After  this  little  introduction,  Mary  took  the 
lawyer's  letter  with  some  slight  tremulousness.  She 
was  nearly  seven -and -twenty  by  this  time,  and 
ought,  she  said  to  herself,  to  have  been  quite  steady 
about  such  matters.  Of  course  some  day  Ben  would 
marry,  and  so  long  as  it  was  any  one  who  would  make 
him  happy  she  could  only  be  glad.  Many  a  wander- 
ing thought  about  Millicent  Tracy  had  come  into  her 
mind.  Had  she  been  faithful  to  him  ?  Had  there 
been  any  intercourse  between  them  ?  Had  he  kept 
steadfast   to  his  imagination  of  her   for   all   these 
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years?  For  it  was  only  an  imagination,  as  Maiy 
felt  sure.  Every  letter  that  came  from  Ben  had 
caused  her  a  certain  tremor, — not,  as  she  said  to 
herself,  that  it  woidd  make  any  difference  to  her ; 
but  if  he  were  to  bind  himself  to  a  woman  unworthy 
of  him !  And  now  that  he  was  coming  back  so 
soon,  it  was  with  a  thrill  of  more  intense  expectation 
than  usual  that  she  took  Mr.  Ponsonby's  letter  in 
her  hand.  But  there  was  nothing  about  marrying 
or  giving  in  marriage  in  that  sober  epistle.  It  in- 
timated to  Mrs.  Benton,  in  the  first  place,  that  the 
time  specified  in  her  husband's  will  had  nearly  ex- 
pired; that  he  had  received  a  letter  from  her  son 
Ben,  informing  him  that  he  intended  to  meet  him 
at  the  Manor,  along  with  the  other  members  of 
the  family,  on  the  15th  of  September ;  and  that, 
accordingly,  Mr.  Ponsonby  was  coming  to  Benton 
next  day  to  go  over  the  property  with  the  bailiff", 
and  see  with  his  own  eyes  the  condition  in  which 
everything  was,  that  there  might  be  no  delay,  when 
the  time  came,  in  making  everj^thing  over  to  the 
heir.  All  that  Mrs.  Benton  had  made  of  this  very 
distinct  letter  was  the  fact  that  the  lawyer  was  to 
pay  her  a  visit,  and  that  there  was  something  about 
Ben.  But  indeed  Mr.  Ponsonby  did  not  write  a 
legible  hand. 

'  Then  it  is  just  what  Ben  told  us  about  coming 
home,'  said  Mrs.  Benton,  '  though  he  was  not  so  par- 
ticular to  me   in  naming  the  day.      He   said   the 
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iDeginning  of  September,  if  you  recollect,  Mary; 
and  Franlv  and  Ms  wife  are  coming  by  tbe  next 
mail.  I  am  afraid  tbe  cbildren  will  make  a  dreadful 
commotion  in  the  house,  and  altogether  it  will  be  so 
odd  to  see  Ronton  full  of  people  again.  Of  course, 
Laurie  is  coming,  too.  I  don't  know  what  I  shall 
do  with  them  all.  They  can't  expect  me  to  have 
parties  and  that  sort  of  thing  for  them,  Mary,  in 
my  state  of  health  ?' 

'  No,  dear  godmamma,'  said  Mary,  soothingly, 
^  they  will  not  expect  anything  of  the  kind ;  and  you 
will  never  think  of  the  trouble  when  you  have  all 
the  boys  at  home.  Fancy  Frank  having  boys  of  his 
own ! '  she  cried,  with  a  little  laugh.  The  choice 
lay  between  laughing  and  crying,  and  the  first  was 
certainly  the  best. 

*  I  hope  his  wife  has  kept  up  her  practice,'  said 
Mrs.  Eenton,  still  with  a  cloud  on  her  brow,  ^  since 
that  was  what  he  married  her  for.' 

*  Godmamma ! '  cried  Mary,  with  consternation. 

'  Well,  my  dear,  I  don't  know  what  else  she  had 
to  recommend  her.  No  family,  nor  connexions ;  not 
a  penny, — not  even  expectations  !  If  it  was  not  for 
her  music,  what  was  it  for  ?  And  so  many  women 
give  up  practice  when  they  marry.  I  always  for- 
get,—  is  it  three  or  four  children  they  have  ?' 

'  Two,  godmamma,'  said  Mary,  gently ;  '  don't 
you  remember  the  poor,  dear,  little  baby  died  ? ' 

'  Well,  it  is  quite  enough,'  said  Mrs.  Ronton ; 
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'  with  notLiiig  but  their  pay  to  depend  upon.  And 
there  will  be  a  black  nurse,  you  may  be  sure,  driving 
the  servants  out  of  their  senses.  But  if  she  has  kept 
up  her  practice,  it  will  be  an  amusement  for  the 
boys.  And  things  might  have  been  worse.  There 
might  have  been  three  families  instead  of  one,  you 
know,  Mary;  and  then  I  think  I  should  certainl}^ 
have  run  away.' 

*  Yes, — perhaps  it  is  selfish,'  said  Mary ;  '  but  I 
am  glad,  too,  that  they  are  not  all  married.  It  will 
be  more  like  old  times.' 

'  Selfish  ! '  said  ^Irs.  Rent  on.  '  I  can't  see  how 
it  can  be  selfish.  Of  course  Ben  will  have  to  marry 
some  time  or  other,  for  the  sake  of  the  property. 
But  I  never  can  make  out  why  j'oung  men  marr}', 
for  my  part.  Haven't  they  everything  that  heart 
can  desire  ?  and  no  care,  and  much  more  petted  and 
taken  notice  of  in  society  than  if  they  were  dragging 
a  wife  about  with  them  everywhere  ?  A  girl  is  quite 
different.  She  has  everything  to  gain,  you  see.  I 
often  wondered  whether  I  have  been  doing  my  duty 
by  you,  Marj^,  keeping  you  out  of  the  way  of  a  good 
establishment  in  life.' 

*  Pray  don't  speak  so,  godmamma,'  said  Marj^, 
vrith  a  blush  of  indignation;  *not  to  me  at  least.' 

'  But  I  do,  my  dear.  And  I  am  sure  no  one 
ever  deserved  to  be  comfortably  settled  better  than 
you  do.  However,  I  have  always  found,  in  my  ex- 
perience,' said  Mrs.  Benton,  with  a  profound  look  of 
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■wisdom,  '  tliat  when  these  things  are  coming  they 
come,  however  quietly  you  may  be  living ;  and,  if 
they  are  not  to  come,  they  don't,  however  much  you 
may  go  into  society.  Look  at  Jane  Sutton,  who 
never  was  seen  out  of  her  father's  house,  and  now 
she 's  Lady  Egmont !  I  suppose  we  must  expect 
Mr.  Ponsonby  to  lunch.' 

'  I  should  think  he  would  come  early,'  said  Mary, 
with  a  smile ;  and,  as  it  was  Mrs.  Eenton's  hour  for 
taking  something,  she  went  away  to  tell  the  house- 
keeper of  the  guest.  And  then  she  made  a  little 
tour  of  the  house ;  peeping  into  the  rooms,  in  some 
of  which  preparations  had  already  begun.  The 
west  wing,  in  which  the  '  boys'  rooms '  were,  was  all 
in  commotion, —  carpets  taken  up,  women  with  pails 
and  brooms  in  every  corner.  The  only  one  as  yet 
untouched  was  the  little  sitting-room,  or  dressing- 
room,  attached  to  Ben's  chamber,  where  his  old 
treasures  were  still  hanging  about, —  his  books  and 
his  pictures,  and  all  his  knicknacks.  Into  this  oasis 
Mary  strayed,  with  a  strange  thrill  of  expectation 
creeping  over  her.  Seven  years !  what  a  slice  it 
was  out  of  a  life ;  and  how  much  had  happened  to 
the  others  and  how  little  to  herself!  Mary  felt  as 
if  she  had  done  nothing  but  drive  all  these  years  in 
that  most  comfortable  of  family  coaches,  with  her 
aunt  by  her  side,  and  a  bottle  of  medicine  in  the 
pocket  of  the  carriage.  And  now  they  were  all 
coming  back  !     To  what  ?     What  change  should  she 
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find  in  tliem  ?  and  ah. !  what  changes  would  they 
find  in  her  ?  Ben  must  be  thirty-two  by  this  time ; 
and  Mary  was  seven -and -twenty,  which,  for  a 
woman,  is  about  twenty  years  older,  as  all  the  world 
knows ! 

As  for  '  the  Frank  Eentons,'  they  were  not  to  be 
placed  in  the  west  wing  at  all,  but  in  a  suite  of 
rooms  over  the  great  doorway,  the  guest-chambers  of 
the  house,  as  became  their  dignity  as  married  people 
with  children  and  nurses  to  be  accommodated.  How 
funny  that  was  !  Frank,  who  had  always  been  the 
youngest  in  every  way,  whom  they  all, — even  Mary 
herself  in  a  manner, — had  bullied  and  domineered 
over, — and  here  had  he  attained  a  point  of  social 
dignity  to  which  none  of  the  others  had  yet 
approached !  Mary  laughed  to  herself,  and  then  she 
dried  her  eyes.  It  was  an  agitating  crisis  altogether, 
to  which  she  looked  forward  with  the  strangest  mix- 
ture of  feelings.  Laurie,  it  was  true,  had  come  home 
long  since ;  and  came  to  the  Manor  now  and  then, 
and  had  not  drifted  out  of  knowledge.  But,  then, 
one  always  knew  exactly  how  Laurie  would  be,  and 
it  did  not  matter  if  he  were  in  London  or  at  the  end 

of  the  world,  so  far  as  that  went ;  but  Ben And 

to   think   everything  was  going  to  be  settled,  and 
they  were  all  coming  home ! 

Mr.  Ponsonby  arrived  next  day ;  not,  as  they 
expected,  to  luncheon,  but  in  the  evening.  He  was 
an  old  friend  of  the  family,   and  Mr.  Eenton,  as 

VOL.  m.  G 
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people  say,  had  no  secrets  from  him.  But  that  was 
a  figure  of  speech,  for  the  Ponsonbys  had  managed 
the  Eentons'  afiairs  for  generations,  and  there  were 
no  secrets  to  keep.  *  I  shall  want  the  whole  day 
for  what  I  have  to  do,'  he  told  Mary  when  he 
arrived ;  *  so  I  thought  it  best  to  come  overnight.* 
And  he  dined  with  the  two  ladies,  and  did  his 
best  to  make  himself  agreeable.  His  coming  and 
his  talk  were  the  most  tangible  sign  that  they 
had  yet  had  that  their  long  vigil  was  over, 
and  that  the  tide  of  life  was  about  to  flow  back 
to  them.  He  spoke  in  a  very  guarded  way,  betray- 
ing nothing  of  the  secret  he  had  kept  those  seven 
years ;  but  when  Mrs.  Ronton  spoke  of  one  thing 
and  another  which  she  wanted  to  have  done,  Mr. 
Ponsonby  made  answers  which  infinitely  piqued 
Mary's  curiosity.  *  We  must  see  what  the  will  says 
about  it,'  said  the  lawyer.  '  It  is  not  worth  while 
doing  anything  now  till  he  is  here  to  decide  for 
himself.  All  that  is  the  heir's  business,  not 
/nine.' 

'  Do  you  mean  Ben  ?  '  said  Mrs.  Benton  ;  for  even 
she  was  moved  to  a  little  surprise. 

'I  cannot  tell  whom  I  mean  until  the  will  is 
read,'  he  said  ;  *  but,  of  course,  whoever  is  the  heir 
will  be  but  too  happy  to  do  what  you  wish,  my  dear 
Mrs.  Benton.  It  must  be  a  great  pleasure  to  you  to 
have  all  your  boys  at  home.' 

*  Ye-es,'  said  Mrs.  Benton  ;  '  but  when  one  does 
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not  know  wlietlier  they  are  coming  to  disappoint- 
ment or  to  satisfaction  !  If  they  should  have  had 
to  trayel  all  this  way  for  nothing,  what  a  thing  it 
would  be, — if  it  were  only  for  the  expense  ! ' 

*  But  I  trust  it  will  be  satisfaction  this  time,  and 
not  disappointment,'  said  the  lawyer.  'I  am 
heartily  glad,  for  my  part,  that  the  seven  years  are 
over.  I  hear  the  boys  have  all  done  so  well,  which 
is  immensely  to  their  credit,  and,  of  course,  is  just 
what  their  excellent  father  meant.' 

*  I  never  could  think  what  he  meant/  said  Mrs. 
Ronton.  *  Lydia  always  says  it  was  her  fault ;  but  he 
was  not  a  man  to  follow  anybody's  opinion  but  his 
own.  As  for  doing  well,  I  am  not  so  sure  about  that. 
Ben  has  become  a  railway  man  ; — think  of  that,  Mr. 
Ponsonby !  I  never  even  approved  of  the  railroad 
myself.  I  don't  see  what  use  there  is  for  so  much 
hurry.  I  am  sure  I  went  a  great  deal  oftener  to 
town  when  we  used  to  drive  our  own  horses  than 
now  that  there  is  a  railway  close  to  the  gates.  But 
he  has  pleased  himself,  which  is  always  something. 
And  Laurie  has  pleased  himself,  too.  He  paints  very 
pretty  pictures  sometimes;  but  I  don't  believe  he 
will  ever  earn  enough  to  keep  him  in  gloves.  And 
as  for  Frank, — a  poor  soldier  with  nothing  but  his 
pay  and  a  family  of  little  children  !  It  is  very 
different  from  what  I  had  once  hoped.' 

'But  probably  this  is  all  over  now,'   said  Mr. 
Ponsonby,— *  or  at  least,  we  have  every  reason  to 
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believe  so  ;  and  in  the  meantime  they  have  had  their 
struggles,  and  know  what  they  are  capable  of.  Let 
us  hope,  my  dear  madam,  that  everything  will  prove 
to  have  been  for  the  best.' 

'  I  don't  doubt  that  everything  is  for  the  best,' 
Mrs.  Ronton  answered  in  plaintive  tones.  And  then 
Mr.  Ponsonby  was  left  to  his  wine  in  the  great  old 
dining-room,  which  he  had  not  been  in  since  that 
dismal  day  when  he  read  the  will, — or  rather  the 
preface  of  the  will, — to  the  startled  family.  It  was 
a  bright  room  enough  in  the  morning  when  the  sun- 
shine came  in,  or  on  winter  nights  when  the  fire 
sparkled  and  glimmered  in  the  wainscot ;  but  it  was 
very  sonibre  in  the  dimness  of  a  summer  night,  with 
one  lamp  on  the  table  and  the  windows  open,  admit- 
ting the  night  with  all  its  ghosts  of  sound  and  pro- 
found soft  glooms.  The  family  solicitor  was  not  an 
imaginative  man,  and  yet  he  could  not  help  feeling 
that  his  old  friend  might  come  in  any  moment 
through  the  curtains,  which  hung  half  over  the  open 
window,  and  dictate  to  him  some  new  condition  in 
the  will  which  had  already  wrought  so  much  mis- 
chief. *  Not  a  word  more,'  Mr.  Ponsonby  caught 
himself  saying ;  and  then  he  roused  up  and  went 
to  Mary  in  the  drawing-room,  where  she  was  seated 
alone  in  much  the  same  magical  half-darkness  as 
that  he  had  left. 

'  I  suppose  it  is  the  instinct  of  a  Londoner,'  he 
said ;  *  but  I  declare  I  don't  think  this  is  safe.     Sit- 
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ting  witli  windows  open  to  the  lawn,  all  alone  at  tliis 
hour  !  Suppose  some  one  should  walk  in  upon  you 
before  you  had  time  to  give  an  alarm  ? ' 

^  Who  could  walk  in  upon  me  ? '  said  Mary, 
laughing.  *  We  are  at  Renton,  you  know,  and  not 
in  Harley  Street.' 

'  Sure  enough,'  said  the  townsman.  '  Xo,  thanks ; 
I  prefer  to  face  that  window.  Let  me  not  be  ap- 
proached from  behind ;  let  me  see  what  is  coming, 
at  least.' 

'  How  odd  to  think  of  such  a  thing  ! '  said  Mary. 
*  I  sit  here  every  evening  after  godmamma  has  gone 
to  bed,  and  one  cannot  live  unless  all  the  windows 
are  open.  But  oh,  Mr.  Ponsonby,  do  talk  to  me  a 
little!  Do  you  think, — do  you  really  think, —  that 
now,  at  last,  things  will  be  comfortable  for  the 
boys?' 

'  Let  us  hope  so,'  said  the  man  of  law,  arranging 
himself  comfortably  in  an  easy-chair.  '  I  suppose 
Mrs.  Renton  has  gone  to  bed.  Let  us  hope  so,  at 
least.' 

'  Hope  ! '  cried  eager  Mary, — '  of  course  we  all 
hope  ;  but  what  do  you  think  ? ' 

'  My  dear,  I  can't  tell  you  what  I  don't  know, 
and  I  must  not  tell  you  what  I  do  know,'  said  Mr. 
Ponsonby.  '  Do  you  never  have  any  change  from 
Renton?  It  is  very  fine  air;  but  I  don't  think 
it  is  exhilarating  for  young  people.  Do  you  ever 
go  out  ? ' 
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'We  drive  every  day/  said  Mary,  with,  the 
faintest  little  grimace ;  and  then  slie  looked  at  her 
old  friend,  and  permitted  herself  the  relief  of  a 
laugh.  *It  is  dismal  sometimes,'  she  said;  'but 
when  the  boys  are  back  I  shall  be  free  again,  and 
go  home.' 

Mr.  Ponsonby  looked  at  her  in  silence  as  she 
spoke.  '  Home '  was  a  cottage,  instead  of  a  great 
house ;  but  otherwise,  in  the  eyes  of  the  man 
accustomed  to  the  world,  there  was  not  much  differ- 
ence between  the  one  widow's  house  and  the  other. 
^  How  do  these  women  live  ? '  he  said  to  himself. 
When  the  boys  came  home  there  might  be  a  little 
movement,  perhaps,  and  feeling  of  life  about  the 
old  place, — and  then  she  would  go  home !  '  That  is 
just  the  time  you  ought  to  stay,  I  think,  and  see  if 
they  cannot  make  it  a  little  more  amusing  for  you,' 
he  said.     *  Do  you  never  ride  now?' 

*  I  have  no  one  to  ride  with  me.  I  could  not 
go  out  alone,  you  know,'  Mary  answered,  without 
raising  her  eyes. 

'  Well,  I  am  not  much  of  a  man  to  ride  with  a 
young  lady,  but  you  shall  come  out  with  me  to- 
morrow and  go  over  the  estate,^ — if  there  is  any- 
thing you  can  ride  in  the  stables.  It  will  do  you 
good.  I  must  see  that  everything  is  in  order  for 
the  heir.  And  you  will  not  mind  giving  up  the 
drive, — not  for  one  day, — for  the  sake  of  an  old 
friend  ? '  said  the  lawyer.     '  Good  Lord !  there 's  a 
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fellow  coming  in  at  the  window,  as  I  said.     Ring 
the  bell,  my  dear !     Quick,  and  leave  the  rest  to 


me 


V 


'  Why,  it  is  Laurie  ! '  cried  ^larj-,  spriuging  up, 
as  Mr.  Ponsonby  seized  the  gilded  stick  which 
supported  a  little  screen,  and  brandished  it  in  the 
face  of  the  new-comer.  '  That  is  just  his  way, 
frightening  people  out  of  their  wits.  Come  in 
quickly,  Laurie,  if  it  is  you,  and  not  your  ghost.' 

*  It  is  not  my  ghost,'  said  the  figure  at  the  win- 
dow, advancing  to  shake  hands  with  Mr.  Ponsonby, 
who  was  still  a  little  excited.  '  A  ghost  was  never 
so  dusty  nor  so  thirsty.  I  have  walked  down  from 
town  all  the  way,  to  get  a  breath  of  air,  and  very 
much  mystified  I  was  to  see  a  man  in  the  dining- 
room  from  the  end  of  the  avenue  as  I  came  along. 
I  thought  at  first  it  must  be  Ben.' 

'  So  there  was  some  one  about !  '  said  Mr. 
Ponsonby ;  *  that  explains  my  sensation.  I  had 
just  been  giving  your  cousin  a  lecture  upon  sitting 
alone  with  the  windows  open.  Yes,  Laurie,  my 
boy,  here  I  am,  come  to  look  over  the  ground  for 
the  last  time,  before  it  is  given  up  to  the  heir.' 

*  Ben  will  not  be  hard  upon  you,'  said  Laurie, 
with  a  laugh ;  but  as  he  spoke  he  looked  fixedly  at 
the  solicitor,  hoping, — which  was  like  Laurie, — to 
beguile  that  astute  practitioner  into  self-betrayal. 

*  I  don't  know  any  thing  about  Ben,'  he  answered, 
smiling  at  the  simple  artifice  ;  '  but  I  know  I  must 
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set  my  aiFairs  in  order,  and  be  prepared  to  give  up 
my  trust.  I  want  Mary  to  go  with  me  over  tlie 
estate.  She  is  moping  and  pale,  and  a  brisk  canter 
will  do  her  good.  Will  you  see  if  there  is  anything 
she  can  ride  ? ' 

And  then  there  ensued  a  little  consultation  as  to 
whether  Fairy-was  up  to  it.  Fairy  was  a  pet  pony, 
as  old  as  the  hills,  who  had  been  eating  herself  into 
a  plethoric  condition  for  years  ;  but  Mary,  who  was 
not  a  very  bold  horsewoman,  believed  in  the  vener- 
able animal,  as  did  every  soul  about  E-enton.  '  She's 
hold  in  years,  but  she 's  young  at  'art,  Miss ;  she  'U 
carry  you  like  a  bird,'  was  the  coachman's  opinion 
when  he  was  called  into  the  consultation.  And 
then  Laurie  had  a  vast  tankard  brought  to  him,  and 
refreshed  himself  after  his  long  walk.  When  Mr. 
Ponsonby  retired,  the  cousins  stepped  out  again  on 
to  the  lawn,  and  Mary  looked  on  and  talked  while 
Laurie  had  his  cigar.  The  moon,  which  was  half 
over  and  late  of  rising,  began  to  lighten  slowly 
upwards,  shining  upon  the  river  far  below,  while 
they  were  still  left  in  darkness  on  the  higher  bank. 

*  It  is  so  strange  to  think  we  are  all  on  the  brink  of 
a  new  life,'  Mary  said,  as  she  gazed  down  through 
an  opening  in  the  trees  upon  that  silvery  gleam, 
which  was  framed  in  by  the  dark,  rustling  branches. 

*  Are  we  ? '  said  Laurie,  with  a  kind  of  echo  in  his 
voice.  Somehow  he  had  taken  his  life  awry,  by  the 
wrong  corner,  and  there  did  not  seem  vigour  enough 
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left  in  him  to  care  for  a  new  beginning, — at  least 
for  himself. 

*  Laurie/  she  said,  encouraged  by  the  darkness. 
He  had  thrown  himself  down  in  a  garden- chair,  and 
was  visible  only  as  a  shadow,  with,  a  red  point  of 
cigar  indicating  his  face ;  while  she  stood  leaning 
on  one  of  the  lower  branches  of  the  lime-tree  which 
framed  in  that  glimpse  of  the  Kght  below.  Their 
voices  had  the  softened,  mysterious  sound  which 
such  a  moment  gives,  and  as  neither  of  them  was 
happy  enough  to  draw  new  delight  out  of  the 
influence  of  the  night,  both  of  them,  by  natural 
necessity,  grew  a  little  sad.  '  Laurie,'  Marj  said, 
and  faltered.  '  Sometimes  I  think  I  should  like 
to  know  a  little  about  vou.  I  do  know  somethins: 
about  the  others, — even  Ben, — but  you  have  always 
been  a  mystery  to  me  since  you  first  went 
away.' 

'  I  don't  think  I  am  much  of  a  mystery,'  said 
Laurie,  not  moving  from  his  chair. 

'  But  you  are  a  mystery,'  Mary  repeated,  with. 
a  little  eagerness.  '  I  don't  know  what  has  come  to 
you, — whether  it  is  love,  or  whether  it  is  loss, — 
don't  be  angry,  Laurie.' 

'  It  might  be  love  and  loss  too,'  he  said,  with  a 
little  laugh,  which  was  not  cheerful,  and  then  he 
rose  and  tossed  away  his  cigar.  *  What  if  I  were  to 
say  you  were  a  mystery,  too  ?'  he  continued,  not 
knowing  how  Mary's  cheeks  burned  in  the  darkness. 
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*  "We  all  are,  I  suppose ;  and  my  poor  old  father  tliat 
meant  to  do  so  well  for  us,  and  tossed  us  all  abroad 
to  scramble  anyhow  for  life, — what  do  you  say  to 
that  for  a  mystery,  Mary  ?  and  here  is  the  moment 
coming  to  prove  which  of  us  is  preferred  and  which 
condemned.  I  am  the  poor  fellow  with  one  talent, 
who  laid  it  up  in  the  napkin.  If  he  had  not  been 
so  mean  as  to  abuse  his  master,  I  think  I  should 
have  sympathised  with  that  poor  wretch.' 

^  I  cannot  say  I  sympathise  with  him,'  cried 
Mary,  woman-like.  '  To  be  able  to  do,  and  not  to 
do,  that  is  what  I  cannot  understand.  But  you 
have  not  hid  your  talent  in  a  napkin,  Laurie.  I 
wish  you  had  a  better  opinion  of  yourself.' 

Upon  which  Laurie  laughed,  and  drew  her  hand 
through  his  arm,  and  the  two  strayed  together, 
silent,  down  under  the  shadow  of  the  trees  towards 
the  opening  which  looked  on  the  river.  The  moon 
creeping  higher  every  moment,  began  to  thread 
through  the  bewildering  maze  of  branches  with 
lines  and  links  of  silver  ;  and  there  Avas  always  that 
one  brilliant  spot  in  the  midst  of  the  river,  far  below 
them,  shining  like  burnished  silver,  scarcely  dim- 
pling under  the  moonbeams,  which  seemed  to  swell 
as  well  as  glorify  the  rather  scanty  water.  Their 
hearts  were  full  of  wistfulness  and  dreams.  The 
world  laj  all  as  dark  before  them  as  those  rustling, 
breathing  woods,  with,  for  one,  a  brightness  in  the 
future  which  might  or  might  not, — most  probably 
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sliould  not, — ever  be  attained  ;  and  for  the  other, 
only  some  fanciful,  silvery  thread  twining  through 
the  sombre  life.  They  paused,  arm-in-arm,  by  that 
beech-tree  at  the  corner  where  Ben  and  Xary  had 
paused  when  he  was  last  at  home,  and  where  he  had 
shot  that  arrow  at  her, — as  she  said  to  herself, — of 
which  she  could  still  feel  the  point.  But  Laurie 
was  very  different  from  Ben.  Xo  spark  of  emotion 
went  from  one  soul  to  the  other  as  they  stood  so 
close  and  so  kindly  together.  They  were  the 
parallel  lines  that  never  meet, — each  thinking  their 
own  thoughts,  each  with  a  sigh  that  was  not  all 
pain,  contemplating  the  well-known  road  behind 
them,  the  invisible  path  before  ; — and  all  the  world 
around  lying  dark  and  light,  stirring  softly,  breath- 
ing softly,  in  the  long  speechless  vigil  which  we  call 
night. 

Next  day  Mr.  Ponsonby  went  over  the  home- 
farm,  and  all  the  neighbouring  land,  inspecting 
everything,  looking  to  farms,  farm-buildings,  drain- 
age, timber, — all  the  necessities  of  the  estate.  Mary 
rode  by  his  side  on  Fairy,  who  verified  the  coach- 
man's verdict,  and  carried  her  mistress  like  a  bird, 
— at  least  as  nearty  like  a  bird  as  Mary  wished. 
Laurie  had  gone  back  to  town  that  morning  by  the 
train.  "When  his  cousin  returned  to  luncheon, 
freshed  and  roused  by  her  ride,  it  seemed  to  her 
almost  as  if  the  new  life  had  already  begun.  The 
work-people  who  had  been  sent  for  from  town  had 
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arrived  with  a  van  full  of  upholstery, — bales  of 
fresh,  pretty  chintz  for  *  the  boys'  rooms,'  and  new 
furniture  for  the  extempore  nursery.  An  air  of 
movement  was  diffused  about  the  whole  house. 
The  flood  which  had  swept  over  Ronton,  almost 
engulfing  the  peace  of  the  family,  was  almost  over, 
— the  waters  were  going  down, — the  household  ark 
standing  fast,  and  the  saved  ones  beginning  to 
appear  at  the  long-closed  windows.  Such  were 
Mary's  feelings  as  she  went  with  her  aunt  for  that 
inevitable  drive.  To-day  the  hedgerows  were  not 
so  monotonous,  the  dust  less  stifling  ;  and  when 
they  met  Mr.  Ponsonby  on  his  cob,  with  the  bailiff 
in  attendance,  the  returning  life  rose  into  a  sparkle 
and  glow  in  Mar3^'s  face.  '  Her  ride  has  done  her 
no  end  of  good,'  Mr.  Ponsonby  cried,  waving  his 
hand  as  he  rode  past.  ^  Good  ?'  said  Mrs.  Eenton  : 
*  was  there  anything  the  matter  with  you,  Mary  ? 
I  am  sure,  if  there  is  any  good  in  riding,  I  wonder 
Dr.  Mixton  has  never  recommended  it  to  me.'  And 
then  the  two  drove  on,  as  they  had  been  driving,. 
Mary  thought,  all  these  seven  long  years. 


THE  RATEN.  93 


CHAPTER    YL 

THE  iia\t:x. 

Some  days  after  Mr.  Ponsonby's  visit,  Mary  West- 
bury  saw  from  her  room,  where  she  happened  to  be 
sitting,    a   carriage   drive  up  the  avenue.     It  was 
only   about   twelve    o'clock,   an   unusual   hour   for 
visitors  ;  and  the  carriage  was  of  the  order  known 
as  a  fly,  with  just  such  a  white  horse,  and  coach- 
man in  white  cotton  gloves,  as  had  made  an  im- 
portant feature   in   the   landscape   to   Ben  Ronton 
seven  years  before  in  Guildford  Street,  Manchester 
Square;    but   there   was  not,   of   course,  any  con- 
nexion in  Mary's  mind  between  such  a  vehicle  and 
her  cousin's  brief  romance.      She  watched  it,  with  a 
little   surprise,  as  it  came  up.     Who  could  it  be? 
There  was  somehow,  a  greater  than  ordinary  attempt 
to  look  like  a  private  carriage  about  this  particular 
vehicle,  with,  as  might  have  been  expected,  a  failure 
still  more  marked.     And  flys  of  any  description  were 
not  well  known  at  Ptenton.     The  lodge-keeper  had 
looked  at  it  disdainfully  when  she  opened  the  gate ; 
and  the  butler,  who  was  standing  at  the  door,  received 
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the  card  of  the  visitors  with,  a  certain  mixture  of 
condescension  and  contempt.  *  For  Miss  Westbury/ 
lie  said,  giving  it  to  a  passing  maid  to  carry  up- 
stairs, and  only  deigning,  after  an  interval,  to  show 
the  visitors  into  the  drawing-room.  The  card  which 
was  brought  to  Mary  had  a  very  deep  black  border, 
and  the  name  of  Mrs.  Henry  Rich  printed  in  the 
little  square  of  white.  Who  was  Mrs.  Henry  Rich  ? 
There  had  been  very  little  intercourse  between  the 
Riches  and  the  Rontons  since  Frank's  marriage ; 
but  Mary  recollected  with  an  effort,  when  she  turned 
her  mind  that  way,  that  one  of  the  sons  had  died 
some  time  before,  and  that  he  turned  out  to  have 
been  married,  and  to  have  left  an  unknown  widow  to 
be  provided  for  after  he  died.  These  facts  came  quite 
dimly  to  her  mind  as  she  pondered  the  name.  But 
she  had  never  heard  who  the  widow  was,  and  could 
not  think  what  a  stranger  in  such  circumstances 
could  want  with  her.  ^I  don't  know  them  well 
enough  to  do  her  any  good,'  Mary  said  to  herself. 
The  border  was  so  black,  and  the  fly  had  impressed 
her  with  such  a  feeling  of  poverty, — wrongly,  to  be 
sure,  for  of  course  had  Mrs.  Henry  Rich  possessed  a 
dozen  carriages  she  could  scarcely  have  brought 
them  with  her  to  Cookesley, — that  the  idea  of  a 
weeping  widow  seeking  something  very  like  charity, 
was  suggested  to  Mary  by  the  name,  and  the  deep 
mourning,  and  the  hour  of  the  visit.  Civility 
demanded  of  her  that  she  should  see  this  unexpected 
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yisitor.  '  But  I  must  tell  her  we  see  very  little  of 
them,  and  that  I  can  do  nothing/  Mary  said  to  her- 
self as  she  went  down-stairs.  She  was  dressed  in 
one  of  her  fresh,  pretty  muslins,  pink  and  white, 
with  all  the  pretty,  crisp  bits  of  lace  and  bows  of 
ribbon  that  makes  up  that  toilette  frakhe  et  sim2)h\ 
which  is  one  of  the  greatest  triumphs  of  millinery, 
and  next  to  impossible  to  any  but  the  rich.  And  a 
pleasant  figure  to  behold  was  3Iary  amid  the  sun- 
shine, in  the  calm  of  the  stately,  silent  house  which 
was  so  familiar  to  her,  and  in  which  her  movements- 
were  never  without  a  certain  grace.  The  most 
awkward  being  in  the  world  has  an  advantage  in 
her  own  house  over  any  new-comer.  And  Mary  was 
never  awkward.  The  worst  that  could  be  said  of 
her  was  that  she  was  in  no  way  remarkable.  You 
could  not  specially  distinguish  her  among  a  crowd 
as  'that  girl  with  the  bright  eyes,'  or  'with  that 
lovely  complexion,'  or  'with  the  fine  figure. ■*  Her 
eves  were  very  nice,  and  so  was  her  colour,  and  so 
was  her  form ;  but,  as  she  herself  said,  her  hair  was 
the  same  colour  as  everybody  else's;  she  was  just 
the  same  height  as  other  people  ;  her  hands  and  feet 
the  same  size ;  her  waist  the  same  measure  round. 
*  I  have  never  any  difficulty  about  my  things,'  Mary 
woidd  say,  half  laughing,  half  annoyed;  'every- 
body's things  fit  me  ; '  and  though  she  had  preserved 
a  great  deal  of  the  first  fresh  bloom  of  youth,  still  it 
was  a  fact  quite  known  and  acknowledged  by  her 
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that  tlie  early  morning  and  the  dews  were  over  with 
her.  Such  was  the  pleasant  household  figure,  full  of 
everything  that  makes  a  woman  sweet  to  her  own 
people,  and  yet  not  beautiful,  which  went  softly  into 
the  great  Eenton  drawing-room,  in  the  morning 
sunshine,  to  see  her  visitor,  not  having  the  least  fear 
of  the  stranger,  or  anything  but  pity,  and  a  regretful 
certainty  that  her  own  ministrations,  which  she  sup- 
posed were  going  to  be  appealed  to,  could  be  of  no 
use. 

Mary  went  in  so  softly  that  she  surprised  the 
ladies, — for  there  were  two  of  them, — in  an  investiga- 
tion into  some  handsome  cabinets  which  were  in  the 
room,  and  which,  indeed,  were  perfectly  legitimate 
objects  of  curiosity.  But  to  be  discovered  in  the 
midst  of  their  researches  discomposed  the  strangers. 
They  stood  still  for  a  moment  between  her  and  the 
window, — two  tall,  sombre,  black  figures, — draped 
from  head  to  foot  in  the  heaviest  mourning.  They 
had  their  backs  to  the  light,  and  Mary  could  not  for 
the  moment  distinguish  their  faces.  She  went  for- 
ward with  her  soft  smile  and  bow ;  and  then  she 
made  a  bewildered,  involuntary  pause.  It  was  many, 
many  years  since  she  had  seen  that  face,  and  she 
could  not  remember  whose  it  was ;  but  yet  it  struck 
her,  even  in  her  ignorance,  a  curious  paralysing 
blow.  It  was  the  kind  of  blow  said  to  be  given  by 
that  mysterious  monster  of  the  seas,  which  the  great 
French  novelist  has  introduced  into  literature.     It 
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jarred  lier  all  over,  and  yet  seemed  to  numb  and  take 
all  power  from  her.  *  Mrs.  Ricli  ? '  she  faltered,  with  a 
wonderful  mingling  of  recollection  and  ignorance ; 
and  then  stood  still,  too  much  startled  to  say  more. 

*  Dearest  Mary,  have  you  forgotten  me  altogether  ? ' 
said  the  youngest  of  the  two  ladies,  coming  up  to 
her  with  both  hands  outstretched.  Still  Mary  did 
not  remember  whose  face  it  was,  and  yet  she  grew 
faint  and  sick.  The  tall  figure  towered  over  'her 
middle-sized  head  ;  the  lovely  blue  eyes  looked  appeal- 
ing into  her  heart.  '  Don't  you  remember  Millicent  ?' 
said  the  sweet  voice ;  and  then  her  reluctant  hand 
was  taken,  and  those  softest  rose-lips  touched  her 
cheek.  Mary  was  glad  to  point  to  a  chair,  and 
shelter  her  own  weakness  upon  one  beside  it.  '  It  is 
so  unexpected,'  she  said,  making  a  feeble  apology 
for  her  consternation  ;  and  then  Mrs.  Tracy  came 
and  shook  hands  with  her,  and  they  all  sat  down  in 
a  little  circle,  poor  Mary  feeling  the  room  go  round 
and  round  with  her,  and  all  her  courage  fail. 

'  You  did  not  know  me  under  my  changed  name,' 
said  Millicent ;  '  and  I  am  so  changed,  dear  Mary, 
and  you  are  exactly  as  you  were, — you  are  not  a  day 
older  ; — that  is  the  difPerence  between  living  such  a 
quiet  life  and  being  out  in  the  world.' 

'I  should  have  known  you  anywhere,  my 
dear,'  said  Mrs.  Tracy,  coming  a  little  closer  to 
Mary's  chair. 

'That  is  very  strange,'  said   Mary,  recovering 

VOL.  III.  H 
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herself,  *  for  I  think  I  only  saw  you  once.  But  I 
am  very  much  surprised.  Millicent,  was  it  you 
that  married  Mr.  Henry  Eich  ? ' 

*  Who  else  could  it  be  ? '  said  Millicent,  slowly 
shaking  her  head  with  a  soft  pity  for  herself,  and 
then  she  pressed  her  handkerchief  lightly  to  her 
eyes.  She  was  dressed  in  profound  black,  in  what 
it  is  common  to  call  the  most  hideous  of  garbs — a 
wid-ow's  mourning  dress.  Her  bonnet  was  of  crape, 
with  a  veil  attached  to  it,  which  was  thrown  back, 
showing  the  lovely  face,  just  surrounded  by  a  single 
rim  of  white.  Though  it  goes  against  all  ordinary 
canons  of  taste  to  say  so,  I  am  obliged  to  add  that 
her  melancholy  robes  were  very  becoming  to 
Millicent,  as  indeed  they  are  to  most  women.  Her 
dazzling  whiteness  of  complexion,  the  soft  rose-flush 
that  went  and  came,  the  heavenly  blue  of  her  eyes, 
came  forth  with  double  force  from  the  sombre  back- 
ground. Poor  Mary  was  overwhelmed  by  her 
beauty,  her  quiet  consciousness  of  it,  her  patronage,, 
and  tone  of  kindness.  And  to  come  here  now,  at 
such  a  moment,  when  the  world  was  about  to  begin 
again !  It  was  so  much  her  natural  instinct  to  be 
courteous,  that  she  could  not  make  any  demonstra- 
tion to  the  contrary,  but  her  manner,  in  spite  of 
herself,  grew  colder  and  colder.  The  only  comfort 
in  the  whole  matter  was  that  Mrs.  Renton  had  not 
yet  come  down-stairs. 

*  Her  happiness  lasted  but  a  very  short  time,' 
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said  Mrs.  Tracy,  taking  up  her  parable ;  '  such  a 
young  man,  too  !  But  my  poor  dear  child  has  been 
very  badly  used.  It  was  not  only  that ;  he  died 
just  when  he  ought  to  have  been  making  some 
provision  for  her.' 

*0h,  mamma  dear,  that  was  not  poor  Harry's 
fault ! ' 

*  But  we  found  out  afterwards,'  continued  Mrs. 
Tracy,  *  that  he  had  not  anything  like  what  he  had 
given  himself  out  to  have.  He  had  squandered  his 
money  in  speculation, — that  was  the  truth ;  and 
now  his  family,  instead  of  appreciating  the  position 
of  a  poor  young  creature  thus  deprived  of  her 
natural  protector ' 

'  Oh,  please,'  said  Mary,  interrupting  her  ;  '  I 
know  the  Riches  a  little,  and  I  'd  rather  not  hear 
anything  about  their  affairs.' 

*I  am  speaking  of  our  affairs,  my  dear,'  said 
Mrs.  Tracy,  solemnly ;  '  of  Millicent's  affairs  ;  for, 
alas  !  I  can  scarcely  say  I  have  any  of  my  own. 
Since  my  poor  boy  died,  seven  years  ago,  I  have 
not  cared  much  what  happened, — to  myself.' 

'  Poor  mamma  worries  about  me  more  than  she 
ought,'  said  Millicent.  *  But  we  do  not  come  to 
trouble  you  about  that,  dear  Mary.  How  nice  you 
look  in  your  pretty  muslin  !  I  wonder  if  I  shall 
ever  wear  anything  pretty  again.  I  feel  such  an 
old  woman  in  those  hideous  caps.  Don't  I  look 
like  a  perfect  ghost  ? ' 
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^  I  tliink  you  look  more  beautiful  tlian  usual/ 
said  Mary,  with  a  certain  spitefulness.  She  in- 
tended no  compliment.  It  was  rather  a  reproach 
she  meant,  as  if  she  had  said,  '  You  have  no  right 
to  be  beautiful.  Why  shouldn't  you  look  a  perfect 
ghost  like  other  peoj)le  ? '  It  was  sharply  said,  not 
without  a  touch  of  bitterness,  though  it  sounded 
pleasantly  enough  ;  and  Millicent  shook  back  her 
veil  a  little  further,  and  laid  her  fingers  caressingly 
upon  Mary's  hand. 

^  Ah,  it  is  you  who  are  partial ! '  she  said,  while 
Mary  boiled  with  secret  wrath.  *  But  tell  me  about 
Thornycroft,  and  if  it  is  still  kept  up ;  and  our  old 
Gorgon,  you  know,  and  all  the  people.  There  was 
that  poor  Mr.  Thorny,  too,'  said  Millicent,  with  a 
little  laugh  ;  '  tell  me  about  them  all.' 

'  Mr.  Thorny  died, — as  you  must  have  heard,' 
said  Mary ;  *  and  it  was  your  doing,  everybody  said ; 
and  then  poor  Miss  Thorny  gave  up.  I  wonder  you 
like  to  think  of  it.  It  might  have  been  going  on 
like  old  times  but  for  you ' 

'  Could  I  help  it  ? '  said  Millicent,  with  a  little 
shrug  of  her  shoulders.  '  If  a  man  is  a  fool,  is  it 
my  fault  ?  You  must  know  by  this  time,  Mary, 
as  well  as  I  do,  what  fools  they  will  make  of  them- 
selves ;  but  it  is  too  bad  to  call  it  our  fault.' 

'  I  don't  know  anything  about  it,'  said  Mary, 
fiercely,  and  then  there  was  a  pause. 

*  This  is  such  a  lovely  place,'  said  Mrs.  Tracy ; 
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'  we  have  heard  so  mucli  about  it.  We  used  to 
know  your  cousin,  Mr.  Benedict  Eenton,  Miss 
Westbury, — at  one  time.  I  suppose  he  is  still 
abroad  ? ' 

'  Yes,  he  is  still  abroad.' 

'  What  a  sad  thing  for  him,  with  his  prospects  I 
It  must  have  upset  all  your  calculations.  But  the 
time  is  up  now,  is  it  not  ? '  Mrs.  Tracy  said,  with 
her  most  ingratiating  smile. 

Mary  perceived  in  a  moment  what  was  their 
object,  and  hoping  it  might  be  but  a  voyage  of 
inquiry,  shut  up  all  avenues  of  intelligence  in  her, 
and  faced  the  inquisitor  with  a  countenance  blank 
of  all  meaning — or  so  at  least  she  thought.  '  What 
time  is  up  ?'  she  said. 

*  Oh,  the  time,'  cried  Millicent,  breaking  in  im- 
patiently,— 'the  time,  you  know,  for  the  will.  As 
if  you  did  not  know  all  about  it !  Oh,  you  need  not 
be  afraid  to  trust  us.  Ben  Renton  was  not  so 
careful ;  he  told  me  everything  about  it.  I  must 
tell  you  that  we  saw  a  great  deal  of  Ben  at  one 
time,'  Millicent  added,  with  one  of  her  vain  looks. 
Mary  says  it  might  have  been  called  an  arch  look 
by  a  more  favourable  critic.  '  He  was,  in  short,  you 
know,  a  little  mad — but  you  ^oU  say  that  was  my 
fault.' 

*  I  have  no  more  to  do  with  my  cousin's  private 
affairs  than  I  have  with  Mr.  Rich's,'  said  Mary  ; 
*  indeed,  I  wish  you  would  not  tell  me.     My  cousin 
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is  not  a  man  to  like  to  have  his  affairs  talked  about. 
I  would  rather  not  hear  any  more.' 

'  Miss  Westbury  is  quite  right,  Millicent,'  said 
Mrs.  Tracy,  '  and  shows  a  great  deal  of  delicacy. 
She  is  always  such  a  thoughtless  child,  my  dear. 
She  never  stops  to  think  what  she  is  going  to  say. 
The  harm  it  has  done  her,  too,  if  she  could  only  see 
it !  Millicent,  my  darling,  if  you  would  but  learn 
some  of  Miss  "Westbury's  discretion  !  But  it  will  be 
pleasant  for  you  to  have  your  cousins  home  again,  I 
am  sure.^ 

To  this  artful  question  Mary  gave  no  answer  at 
all.  Indignation  began  to  strengthen  her.  She 
sat  still,  with  an  air  which  any  well-bred  woman 
knows  how  to  assume  when  necessary, — an  air  of 
polite  submission  to  whatever  an  unwelcome  visitor 
may  choose  to  say.  It  neither  implies  assent  nor 
approbation,  but, — it  is  not  worth  while  to  contradict 
you.     Such  was  the  expression  on  Mary's  face. 

*  Ah,  mamma,  Mary  has  not  such  a  warm  heart 
for  old  friends  as  I  have,'  said  Millicent  at  last.  *  I 
have  been  raving  about  coming  to  see  her  for  weeks 
back,  but  she  does  not  care  to  see  me.  She  is 
indifferent  to  her  old  friends.' 

*  Were  we  ever  old  friends  ? '  said  Mary.  *  I 
don't  remember.  You  were  older  than  I  was.  I 
thought  you  were  very  pretty,  as  everybody  did, 
but ' 

*But  you  did  not  like  me.     Oh,  I  am  used  to 
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that  from  women/  said  Millicent,  with  a  mocking 
laugh ;  and  she  actually  rose  to  her  feet  to  go 
away. 

And  the  colour  rushed  into  Mary's  face.  Used 
to  that  from  women !  because  of  her  heauty,  which 
transcended  theirs  !  The  ordinary  reader  will  think 
it  was  a  self-evident  proposition,  but  Mary  was  of  a 
different  opinion,  being  thus  directly  and  personally 
accused. 

'  I  don't  know  about  women,'  she  said,  indignantly ; 
'  but  I  have  never  had  any  occasion, — to  be  jealous 
of  you.'  This  was  said  with  a  fierceness  which 
Mary  never  could  have  attained  to  had  it  been 
simply  true.  '  I  admire  you  very  much/  she  added, 
with  a  little  vehemence.  '  I  did  so  at  school ;  but 
that  does  not  alter  the  truth.  We  were  never  great 
friends.' 

'Well,  it  is  kind  of  you  to  put  me  in  mind 
of  that,'  said  Millicent.  '  Mamma,  come.  You  see 
it  is  as  I  told  you.  We  shaU  find  no  nice  neigh- 
bours at  Eenton.     It  is  best  to  go  away.' 

The  word  'neighbours'  made  Mary  start,  and 
she  had  not  time  to  realise  that  she  was  about  to  get 
rid  of  them,  when  the  door  was  suddenly  pushed 
open,  and  Mrs.  Renton's  maid  appeared  with  her 
shawls,  and  her  cushions,  and  her  knitting.  '  Mrs. 
Ronton  is  coming  down  immediately,'  said  the 
woman ;  and  on  this,  to  Mary's  bewilderment,  her 
visitors   sat   down   again.     She  was   driven   to  her 
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wits'  end.  To  leaye  them  to  encounter  poor  Mrs. 
Ronton  was  like  bringing  the  lamb  to  an  interview 
with  the  wolf. 

*May  I  ask  you  to  come  to  the  library?'  she 
said,  hurriedly.  'My  aunt  is  a  great  invalid,  and 
sees  no  visitors.  Pray  forgive  me  for  asking  you ; — 
this  way,'  and  rushed  to  the  door  before  them. 
But  the  fates  were  against  poor  Mary  on  that 
unfortunate  day. 

'  We  have  made  quite  a  visitation  already,'  said 
Mrs.  Tracy,  and  got  up  again  to  shake  hands.  As 
for  Millicent,  though  she  had  been  so  angry,  she 
took  Mary's  two  hands  again ;  and,  stooping  over 
her,  gave  her  another  kiss.  And  all  these  opera- 
tions took  time,  and,  before  they  had  made  any 
progress  towards  their  departure,  Mrs.  Ronton  came 
in,  and  received  with  some  astonishment  the  curtsies 
and  salutations  of  the  unknown  guests. 

*Pray  don't  hurry  away  because  I  have  come. 
I  am  always  so  glad  when  Mary  has  her  friends  to 
see  her,'  Mrs.  Ronton  said,  with  the  sweetest 
amiability ;  '  do  sit  down,  pray.'  The  mother  and 
daughter  waited  for  no  second  invitation.  They 
put  themselves  on  either  side  of  Mrs.  Ronton,  as 
they  had  done  off  Mary ;  and  thus  a  kind  of 
introduction  had  to  be  performed  most  unwillingly 
by  the  victim,  who  felt  that  her  cause  was  lost. 

*  Mrs.  Rich ! '  said  the  lady  of  the  house, 
gathering  up  her  wools, — '  that  must  be  a  relation 
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of  the  Riches  of  Richmont.  Oh,  yes ;  we  know 
them  very  well, — that  is,  they  are  very  good  sort 
of  people,  I  am  sure.  When  my  son  Frank  was 
at  Royalborough,  he  used  to  go  to  see  them.  All 
the  officers  do,  I  believe ;  and  he  made  me  call. 
Oh,  yes,  of  course,  I  understand, — the  son  who  died. 
Poor  thing !  your  daughter  is  a  very  young  widow.' 
This  was  aside  to  Mrs.  Tracy,  who  had  already 
volunteered  to  arrange  the  cushions  in  Mrs.  Kenton's 
chair. 

*  ISTot  much  more  than  a  child,'  said  that  astute 
mother ;  '  and  left  so  poorly  oflP,  after  all  I  You 
may  suppose,  Mrs.  Renton,  if  I  had  not  thought 
it  would  be  a  very  good  marriage  in  point  of  money, 
I  should  never  have  sacrificed  my  child  to  the  son 
of  a  man  in  the  City.  I  would  rather  have  starved. 
And  then  it  turned  out  he  had  not  half  what  he 
was  supposed  to  have.  People  that  do  those  sort  of 
things  should  be  punished,'  Mrs.  Tracy  said,  with 
fire  in  her  eye. 

'  Indeed,  that  is  my  opinion,'  said  Mrs.  Renton ; 
'but  I  always  thought  the  Riches  were  rolling  in 
money.'  And  then  she  made  a  little  internal 
reflection  that,  perhaps,  on  the  whole,  Frank  had 
not  done  so  very  much  amiss. 

'  So  we  thought,'  said  Mrs.  Tracy,  confidentially  ; 
'or  rather,  so  I  thought,  for  my  poor  child  is  as 
innocent  as  a  baby.  But  poor  Harry  had  specu- 
lated, I  believe,  or  done  something  with  his  money  ; 
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and  his  father  is  as  hard, — oh,  as  hard If  I 

could  but  see  justice  done  to  my  Millicent,  I  care 
for  nothing  more.' 

'  And,  dear  me,  we  had  thought  they  were  such 
liberal  kind  of  -people  ! '  said  Mrs.  Eenton,  thinking 

more  and  more  that  Frank,  on  the  whole *  And 

your  daughter  is  so  very  prepossessing,'  she  added, 
in  a  lower  tone.  '  Of  course  they  knew  all  about 
it, — before ' 

'  That  is  just  it,'  said  Mrs.  Tracy ;  'the  marriage 
took  place  abroad,  and  we  were  both  so  ignorant  of 
business,  and  I  fear  the  settlements  were  not  quite 
en  regie ;  I  am  so  foolish  about  business ;  all  I 
trust  to  is  the  heart.' 

*  Dear,  dear,  what  a  sad  thing !  But  I  should 
always  have  looked  over  the  settlements,'  said  Mrs. 
E-enton,  who  knew  as  much  about  it  as  her  lap-dog, 
shaking  her  head  and  looking  very  wise.  Millicent 
had  pretended  to  talk  to  Mary  while  this  was  going 
on,  but  principally  had  employed  herself  in  gazing 
round  the  room,  noting  all  its  special  features.  Fur- 
nished all  anew,  in  amber  satin,  it  would  look  very 
well,  she  thought ;  and,  oh,  what  a  comfort  to  have 
such  a  home,  after  all  the  wanderings  of  her  life  ! 
And  then  she  wondered  what  the  house  was  like  in 
Berkeley  Square.  Poor,  dear  Ben  !  what  a  surprise 
it  would  be  to  him  to  find  that  she  was  established 
at  the  Willows  !  She  wondered  whether  he  would 
be  very  angry  about  her  marriage,  or  whether  he 
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would  think,  as  a  great  many  men  did,  that  a  young 
widow  was  very  interesting ;  and  how  long  a  time  it 
would  be  before  they  had  made  up  their  quarrels  and 
he  was  at  her  feet  again  !  These  questions  were  so 
full  of  interest  that  Mary's  taciturn  manner  did  not 
trouble  her.  *  I  daresay  she  would  like  to  have  him 
herself,'  MiUicent  said ;  and  the  desire  seemed  so 
natural  that  her  respect  for  Mary  rather  increased 
than  otherwise.  If  she  had  let  such  a  prize  slip 
through  her  hands  without  so  much  as  an  attempt  to 
secure  it,  then  MilKcent  would  have  thought  her 
contemptible  indeed. 

At  length  there  came  a  moment  when  it  seemed 
expedient  that  she  too  should  strike  in  to  the  con- 
versation ^dth  Mrs.  Ronton.  There  was  an  audible 
pause.  Millicent  was  not  so  clever  as  her  mother ; 
but  in  such  a  crisis  as  the  present  she  was  put  upon 
her  mettle.  So  long  as  there  were  only  men  to  deal 
with  there  was  no  need  for  much  exertion.  Nature 
had  provided  her  with  the  necessary  weapons  to  use 
against  such  simpletons, — her  eyes,  the  turn  of  her 
head,  her  smile,  a  soft  modulation  of  her  voice  ;  but 
with  a  feminine  audience  it  was  a  different  matter. 
There,  wit  was  more  needful  to  her  than  beauty, — 
mother  wit, — adroitness, — the  faculty  of  adapting 
herself  to  her  part  and  her  listeners.  Mrs.  Tracy 
looked  at  her  with  an  anxiety  which  she  could  not 
disguise.  A  statesman  looking  on  while  his  son 
made  his  first  speech  in  ParKament,  could  scarcely 
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have  experienced  a  graver  solicitude.  As  it  was, 
Millicent  addressed  herself  to  her  mother  with  the 
softest  of  voices.  '  Mamma/  she  said,  '  does  it  not 
seem  strange  to  find  yourself  here,  after  all  Mr.  Ben 
Renton  used  to  tell  us  ?  How  fond  he  was  of  his 
beautiful  home  !' 

And  then  came  the  expected  question  from  his 
mother, — '  Ben  ?  my  son  Ben  ?  Did  you  meet  him 
abroad  ?  Is  it  long  since  you  saw  him  ?  Dear, 
dear,  why  I  am  looking  for  my  boy  home  every  day. 

They  are  all  coming  home  about, — about '    Here 

Mrs.  Renton  caught  Mary's  warning  eye,  and  paused, 
but  immediately  resumed  again.  'Why,  of  course, 
everybody  knows  !  Why  should  not  I  say  what  it 
is  about  ?  It  was  an  arrangement  of  my  poor  dear 
husband's.  They  are  coming  to  read  the  will.  We 
don't  know  how  we  are  left,  none  of  us,  for  it  was  a 
very  odd  arrangement ;  but  I  am  sure  he  meant  it 
for  the  best.  We  shall  be  together  next  month, 
and  I  am  sure  Ben  will  be  charmed  to  resume  his 
acquaintance  with  you.  What  a  nice  thing  you 
should  be  in  the  neighbourhood !  The  only  thing 
is,  that  I  am  afraid  you  will  find  The  Willows 
damp.' 

'  But  what  a  pleasure  for  you  to  have  all  your 
family  with  you  ! '  said  Millicent ;  '  and  oh  !  what  a 
delight  to  your  sons  to  return  to  you  !' 

'  Yes,'  said  Mrs.  Eenton.  *  Of  course  I  shall  be 
very   glad   to   see   them.      And  then,   to   be  sure, 
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shooting  will  have  begun,  and  they  will  be  able  to 
amuse  themselves.  I  am  such  an  invalid,  I  tremble 
at  the  thought  of  any  exertion.' 

And  when  Mrs.  Renton  said  this,  MilKcent  rose, 
and  declared  she  knew  that  she  could  put  one  of 
those  cushions  more  comfortably  in  the  chair. 

It  was  quite  late  in  the  afternoon  when  they 
left  the  Manor  at  last,  for  Mrs.  Renton  insisted 
that  they  should  stay  to  luncheon.  She  was  dis- 
tressed beyond  measure  when  she  heard  of  the  fly 
which  had  been  waiting  for  so  long.  *  It  will  cost 
you  a  fortune,'  she  cried ;  '  and  we  could  have  set 
you  down  when  we  went  for  our  drive.' 

'  We  are  not  very  rich,'  Mrs.  Tracy  said  in  reply ; 
'  but  to  have  made  acquaintance  with  you  is  such  a 
pleasure.     And  it  is  not  often  we  indulge  ourselves.' 

Mrs.  Renton  declared,  when  they  were  gone, 
that  it  was  years  since  she  had  seen  any  one  who 
pleased  her  so  much.  'As  for  the  daughter,  she  is 
perfectly  beautiful!'  she  cried,  in  rapture;  'and  to 
think  that  such  a  lovely  creature  should  have  mar- 
ried Harry  Rich  !' 

'  But  we  don't  know  anything  about  Harry  Rich,' 
said  Mary,  who  was  disposed  to  be  misanthropical ; 
'perhaps  he  was  a  lovely  creature  too.' 

'  I  don't  understand  what  has  come  to  you, 
Mary,'  said  her  aunt.  '  Why  should  you  be  so  dis- 
agreeable ?  Such  a  nice,  pretty  creature  ;  one  would 
have  thought  she  was  just  the  very  companion  you 
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want.  And  your  own  old  schoolfellow,  too !  I 
never  like  to  give  in  to  what  people  say  of  girls  being 
jealous  of  each  other,  but  it  really  looks  more  like 
that  than  anything  else.' 

'Yes;  I  suppose  I  must  be  jealous  of  her,'  said 
Mary ;  and  Mrs.  Ronton  took  the  admission  for 
irony,  and  read  her  a  long  lecture  when  they  went 
for  their  drive.  It  is  hard  upon  a  young  woman  to 
be  lectured  when  she  is  out  driving,  and  can  neither 
run  away  nor  occupy  herself  with  anything  that  may 
make  a  diversion.  Poor  Mary  had  to  listen  to  a 
great  many  remarks  about  the  evils  of  envy  and 
self- estimation,  and  the  curious  want  of  sympathy 
she  showed. 

'  Poor  thing ! — a  widow  at  such  an  early  age,  and 
badly  left,  and  with  such  very  sweet  manners.  And 
the  mother  such  a  very  judicious  person,'  said  Mrs. 
Penton.  '  I  am  so  glad  they  are  at  The  "Willows.  It 
will  be  quite  a  resource  to  the  boys.' 

Then  indeed  something  very  like  bitterness 
rankled  in  Mary  "Westbury's  heart.  Envy,  and 
hatred,  and  malice,  and  all  uncharitableness.  Yes, 
very  likely  it  would  be  a  resource  for  the  boys.  In 
all  her  own  long  and  tedious  fulfilment  of  their 
duties,  Mary  had  never  once  proposed  to  herself 
any  reward  '  when  the  boys  came  home,'  and  yet, 
perhaps,  there  had  been  in  her  heart  some  hope  of 
appreciation, — some  idea  that  they  would  under- 
stand what  abnegation  of  herself  it  had  been.     They 
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would  know  that  this  long,  monotonous  stretch  of 
duty, — which  was  not,  after  all,  her  first  natural 
duty, — was  not  less,  but  perhaps  more  hard,  than 
their  own  wanderings  and  labour.  And  now  all  at 
once  a  cloud  had  fallen  over  this  prospect.  One 
soweth  and  another  reapeth.  Mary  had  laboured 
and  denied  herself  for  their  sakes ;  but  it  was  this 
stranger  who  would  be  the  great  resource  for  the 
boys.  And  Ben  !  Mary's  heart  contracted  with  a 
secret,  silent  pang  as  she  thought  of  Ben  coming 
defenceless,  unprepared,  to  find  the  syren  who  had, 
— she  did  not  doubt, — bewitched  and  betrayed  him, 
seated  at  his  very  gates.  Her  last  conversation  with 
him  rose  up  before  her  as  clear  as  if  it  had  but  just 
occurred.  Ben,  too,  had  ventured  to  suggest  that 
she, — that  all  women, — would  be  envious  of  Milli- 
cent.  Her  heart  rose  with  an  indignant  swell  and 
throb.  Was  there  nothing  then  in  the  world  better 
than  blue  eyes  and  Kps  like  rose-leaves,  and  the 
syren's  voice  and  smile  ?  If  that  was  all  a  man 
cared  for,  was  he  worth  thinking  of?  She  had 
gone  and  married  Henry  Rich  when  Ben  was  poor. 
And  now  that  the  man  whose  name  she  bore  had 
opportunely  vanished  from  her  path,  she  had  re- 
turned now  Ben  was  about  to  regain  his  fortune,  to 
lie  in  wait  for  him,  with  a  miserable  pretence  of  old 
friendship  and  tender  regard  for  his  cousin,  who 
was  to  be  the  victim,  and  scapegoat,  and  sacrifice 
for  all !     Perhaps   it  was    not   much  wonder   that 
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Mary  was  bitter.  And  she  had  all  a  woman's  na- 
tural distrust  in  the  man's  powers  of  resistance.  It 
never  occurred  to  her  that  the  syren  of  his  youth 
might  now  have  no  attraction  for  him.  *  They  are 
like  that/  she  said  to  herself,  with  a  true  woman's 
feeling  of  half-impatient  tolerance,  and  pity,  and 
something  like  contempt, — not  blame,  as  if  he  were 
a  free  agent.  It  was  not  he,  but  she,  upon  whom  it 
was  natural  to  lay  the  blame. 
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CHAPTER  YII. 


THE  DOVE. 


About  a  week  after  tlie  arrival  of  the  visitors  from 
The  Willows,  an  arrival  of  a  very  different  kind 
happened  at  Eenton ; — and  yet  it  could  not  be  caUed 
an  arrival.  There  had  been  no  further  news,  and 
the  Manor  was  still  in  the  same  state  of  pleasant 
confusion  and  preparation, — the  maids  sitting  and 
chatting  over  their  work  in  the  west  wing,  and  a 
roomful  of  seamstresses  working  at  the  new  carpets 
and  curtains  for  '  the  boys'  rooms,' — when  one  morn- 
ing Mary  was  mysteriously  called'*out  from  Mrs.  Ren- 
ton's  room,  where  she  was  reading  the  newspaper, 
her  usual  morning  occupation.  '  It  was  a  lady  who 
wanted  to  see  her,'  the  maid  said;  and  was  stolid,  and 
refused  all  further  particulars.  *  A  lady,  — any  one 
who  has  been  here  lately?'  Mary  asked,  stiffening 
into  sudden  offence.  It  could  be  nobody  but  Milli- 
cent,  she  thought,  though  Millicent  had  been  at  the 
house  repeatedly  since  her  first  visit,  and  was  al- 
ready known.  *  I  never  saw  her  before,  miss, — not 
at  Renton,'  was  the  reply ;  and  Mary,  annoyed, 
VOL.  m.  I 
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went  to  see  for  herself  wlio  tlie  unknown  visitor  was. 
She  had  been  set  on  edge  by  the  events  of  the  last 
few  days.  '  Wheresoever  the  carrion  is,  there  will 
the  eagles  be  gathered  together/  she  said  to  herself, 
with  a  kind  of  spiteful  misery.  So  long  as  nothing 
was  going  to  happen  in  the  family,  no  mysterious 
visitors,  neither  men  nor  women,  came  near  Ronton ; 
and  now  here  was  the  second  in  a  week !  Perhaps 
some  other  syren  to  put  herself  in  Ben's  way ;  per- 
haps somebody  who  possessed  Laurie's  secret,  what- 
ever that  might  be.  As  for  Frank,  he  was  a  married 
man,  and  had  his  wife  to  take  care  of  him,  and, 
heaven  be  praised !  could  have  no  secrets, — at  least, 
none  in  which  Mary  could  be  compelled  to  interfere. 

She  went  to  the  drawing-room  door  discontented, 
with  no  comfortable  expectation.  But  when  she  had 
opened  it,  the  most  unexpected  scene  burst  upon  her 
eyes.  The  first  thing  she  saw  was  a  Hindoo  ayah 
holding  in  her  arms  one  of  those  milk-white,  blue- 
veined  children  whose  delicacy  of  tint  contrasts  so 
strangely  with  the  dusky  arms  that  carry  them, — 
the  kind  of  child  of  which  one  says  involuntarily  that 
it  is  an  Indian  child.  Her  first  glance  was  at  that 
pearly,  blue-eyed  creature,  and  then  she  turned  round 
with  a  start  and  cry  of  joy  upon  a  lady  who  stood  by 
smiling. 

*  Is  it  Alice  ? '  she  cried.  The  comfort  it  was  to 
her,  the  relief  and  satisfaction  and  sense  of  strength 
it  gave  her,  would  be  difficult  to  describe.     Mary 
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was  not  given  to  enthusiasm,  but  she  clasped  her 
arms  about  the  new-comer  with  a  warmth  which 
brought  tears  to  her  eyes.  '  I  thought  it  was  some 
one  disagreeable,  and  it  is  you ! '  she  cried  in  her 
delight.  She  had  been  looking  for  an  enemy,  and 
here  was  a  natural  assistant  and  ally. 

And  then  ensued  a  flutter  of  explanation  and 
welcome,  as  was  natural.  It  was  Alice  who  had 
thus  come  unaccompanied  and  unexpected,  —  or, 
rather,  it  was  Mrs.  Frank  Ronton,  a  young  matron 
of  six  years'  standing,  with  one  wistful,  bright-eyed, 
wondering  little  girl  by  her  side,  and  the  child  on 
the  nurse's  knee. 

'  "We  came  to  give  mamma  a  surprise,'  said  Alice; 
*  not  to  keep  her  anxious  till  the  last  moment,  think- 
ing everything  impossible  must  have  happened  to 
us.  I  know  how  she  watches  every  day  and  thinks. 
And  this  was  such  a  good  opportunity  for  coming  ! 
We  came  when  she  had  not  the  least  expectation  of 
us,  and  saved  her  all  that.  It  was  Frank's  idea,' 
said  the  young  wife,  with  a  happy  smile. 

'  And  where  is  Frank  ? ' 

^  Coming  next  mail.  Yes,  that  is  the  worst  of 
it ;  but,  as  he  said,  we  could  not  have  everything ; 
and  I  came  with  Lady  Sinclair,  the  Governor- 
General's  wife,  you  know.  Think  what  an  honour 
it  is  !  And  she  was  so  kind  to  us.  She  has  quite 
taken  a  fancy  to  ua,  which  is  odd.  I  don't  mean  it 
is  odd  that  they  should  all  be  fond  of  Frank,  for 
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everybody  is.  Don't  you  think  baby  is  like  him  ? 
Come  and  look  at  baby.  I  am  sure  you  have  not 
had  a  good  look  at  him  yet.  Mamma  has  done 
nothing  but  carry  him  about  in  her  arms.  It  is  so 
funny  to  see  my  baby  in  mamma's  arms/  cried  Alice, 
with  a  sudden  gush  of  bright  tears ;  '  and,  oh !  so 
nice  !  I  love  him  the  more  for  it.  She  thinks  he 
is  rather  pale.  Well,  perhaps  he  is  a  little  pale.  I 
suppose  Indian  babies  general^  are, — and  then  the 
journey,  you  know.  Ronton  is  not  a  bit  changed. 
I  stood  just  now,  when  you  came  in,  on  the  very 
same  pattern  of  the  carpet  that  I  stood  on  when 
Frank  brought  me  here  first ;  and  I  was  so  dread- 
fully frightened ;  and  then  you  came  and  put  your 
arms  round  my  neck ' 

*  You  were  such  a  child,'  said  Mary  ;  and  the 
two  kissed  each  other  once  more. 

*  It  was  so  good  of  you  to  put  your  arms  round 
my  neck.  Not  just  a  regulation  kiss,  as  Frank  says. 
I  put  myself  on  the  very  same  square  this  time  to 
see  what  you  would  do.' 

'  Why  you  are  a  child  still ! '  said  Mary,  looking 
at  her  with  that  curious  mixture  of  amusement  and 
wonder  and  respect  with  which  an  unmarried  woman 
looks  upon  the  matron  who  is  younger  than  herself. 
How  many  experiences  Alice  had  gone  through  of 
which  the  home-dwelling  girl  knew  nothing !  And 
yet  she  was  a  child  still  ! 
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'  So  mamma  saj^s/  said  Alice.  '  But,  oli !  how 
nice  and  fresh  and  bright  you  look  !  Is  that  how 
dresses  are  made  now  ?  Am  I  a  dreadful  fright  in 
my  old  things  ?  For  money  does  not  go  so  far  in 
India  as  one  thinks  ;  and  what  with  the  children 
and  everything,  I  have  had  to  be  very  economical. 
Mamma  says  I  am  about  fifty  years  behind  other 
people ;  and  they  aU  laugh  so  at  poor  baby's  things. 
But  he  has  got  on  his  new  pelisse  to-day,  and  I 
think  he  looks  very  nice.  Is  grandmamma  up  yet? 
Do  you  think  she  would  like  the  children  to  go  and 
see  her  in  her  room  ? ' 

*  I  must  let  her  know  first,'  said  Mary. 

But  she  lingered,  and  this  babble  ran  on,  which 
was  so  pleasant ;  and  the  children's  hats  were  taken 
off*,  and  Alice  exhibited  little  Mary's  hair,  which 
was  pale  gold,  of  the  softest,  silkiest  kind ;  but 
would  not  creper,  nor  stand  out,  as  '  the  fashion ' 
was,  to  her  despair. 

*  You  would  not  think  she  had  half  so  much  as 
she  has,'  the  mother  said  ;  '  it  is  so  soft.  Look  here, 
how  thick  it  is  !  but  it  will  not  hang  as  it  ought. 
Should  I  take  her  to  Truefitt,  or  somebody  ?  Frank 
thinks  it  is  pretty  as  it  is,  but  then  he  did  not 
know  what  was  the  fashion ;  and  he  is  silly, — he 
likes  curls.' 

'And,  by-the-bye,  where  are  your  curls?'  said 
Mary. 
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Alice  laughed  and  shook  her  head  with  the  pretty- 
movement  that  these  same  curls  had  made  habitual 
to  her. 

*  I  put  them  up  to  come  out/  she  said.  *  Fancy 
coming  out  with  the  children,  and  without  Frank, 
with  those  things  bobbing  about  my  shoulders  like 
a  baby  !  I  wish  you  would  speak  to  him  about  it, 
Mary.  Mamma  agrees  with  me  that  I  ought  to  put 
them  up  when  I  go  out ;  but  he  is  such  an  old  goose. 
Don't  you  think  we  ought  to  go  to  grandmamma  ? 
She  may  think  that  it  is  unnatural  of  us  not  to  go  to 
her  at  once.^ 

'  It  will  do  by-and-by,'  said  Mary.  '  You  know 
what  an  invalid  she  is.  How  good  the  children  are, 
Alice  !  I  am  sure  she  will  be  delighted  with  them, 
after  all.' 

*  After  all  ? '  cried  Alice,  amazed.  '  But  you 
must  not  think  they  are  always  good ;  you  should 
see  mamma  with  them.  Mamma  looks  as  if  it  was 
natural  to  her  to  have  a  baby  in  her  arms.  "Wasn't 
it  good  of  Frank  to  make  up  the  plan  for  me  to 
come  over  and  save  her  all  the  anxiety  ?  I  did  not 
want  to  come  till  he  was  ready  myself.  It  was  all 
his  consideration.  And  then  Lady  Sinclair  wanted 
me  so  much  to  travel  with  her.  Of  course  it  was 
more  comfortable.  And  as  I  am  not  a  great  lady 
myself,  nor  anybody  particular,  it  was  nice  to  have 
Lady  Sinclair  to  take  me  up,  you  know,  for  Frank's 
sake.' 
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'  Why,  you  are  quite  a  little  woman  of  the 
world !' 

*  That  is  what  mamma  says  ;  but  so  would  you,  if 
you  were  asked  about  your  people,  and  all  sorts  of 
questions  put  to  you.  I  always  used  to  feel  so 
ashamed,  when  the  colonel's  wife  began  to  talk  to 
me,  that  I  had  not  an  uncle  an  earl,  or  even  a 
baronet.  That  would  have  been  better  than  nothing, 
for  Frank's  sake.  I  do  think  he  felt  it  sometimes, 
and  was  angry  that  his  wife  was  a  nobody ;  but 
then  when  Lady  Sinclair  took  me  up,'  Alice  said, 
with  a  sparkle  in  her  eyes, — 'and  the  Governor- 
General  is  baby's  godfather, — that  made  all  the 
difference.  It  was  quite  absurd  the  difference  it 
made.' 

'  And  I  hope  you  have  kept  up  your  music,'  said 
Mary,  thinking  of  Mrs.  Eenton.  But  to  Alice  the 
question  had  another  meaning,  and  covered  her  soft 
face  with  a  sudden  blush. 

'  I  am  so  glad  !  Lady  Sinclair  does  not  care  for 
music,'  she  cried;  '  not  one  bit !  She  does  not  know 
Beethoven  from  Yerdi.  It  was  me  she  liked,  and 
not  my  playing.  Oh,  if  you  knew  how  impertinent 
they  used  to  be !  saying  I  must  have  been  profes- 
sional, and  such  cruel  things ; — not  that  there  would 
have  been  any  harm  in  being  professional, — but  only 
you  know  men  have  such  prejudices,  and  it  made 
Frank  furious.  But  it  was  me  Lady  Sinclair  liked, 
though  I  dare  say  you  are  surprised,'  Alice  added, 
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with  a  laugh  of  pleasant  girlish  vanity.  Her  heart 
was  thrown  wide  open  by  the  excitement  of  the 
home-coming ;  all  its  envelopes  of  shyness  and 
strangeness  having  been  forgotten  for  the  moment. 
Except  with  '  mamma/  she  had  never  chattered  so 
freely  to  any  one  in  her  life. 

'Very  much  surprised/  Mary  said,  kissing  the 
bright  face  which  had  come  upon  her  like  a  revela- 
tion. They  had  jumped  all  at  once  into  the  tenderest 
intimacy.  Frank's  bride  had  been  a  timid  little 
stranger  the  last  time  she  was  at  Ronton,  afraid  to 
speak,  carrying  herself  very  gingerly  among  her  un- 
known relations  ;  but  she  was  flushed  by  the  delight 
of  being  among  her  own  people  this  time,  and  confi- 
dent of  everybody's  regard. 

'  I  think  really  I  ought  to  go  to  grandmamma 
now,'  she  added,  after  that  pleasant  laugh.  And 
Mary  hastened  to  her  godmother  to  prepare  the  way. 
Mrs.  Ronton  had  just  finished  dressing,  and  was 
lying  on  her  sofa,  to  recover  from  the  exertion, 
sipping  her  cup  of  arrowroot.  She  was  in  a  pale 
grey  dress,  which,  she  flattered  herself,  was  slightly 
mourning,  but  had  some  pretty  pink  ribbons  in  her 
cap,  to  which  that  description  could  scarcely  be 
applied.  They  were  not  perhaps  very  suitable  to  her 
widowhood,  but  then  they  were  very  becoming  ;  and 
when  the  sun  is  shining  brightly,  even  an  invalid 
lady  upon  a  sofa  is  apt  to  feel  an  inclination  towards 
such  innocent  vanities. 


THE  DOVE.  121 

'  ^y  mistress  lias  taken  a  biscuit  witli  her  arrow- 
root this  morning/  said  the  maid,  in  a  tone  of 
exultation.  '  I  always  said  as  a  little  bit  of  company 
was  the  thing  that  would  do  her  most  good/ 

Mrs.  Ronton  gave  a  soft  smile  in  acknowledgment 
of  this  commendation.  She  was  aware  that  it  was 
good  of  her  to  eat  that  biscuit,  and  a  gentle  self- 
approval  filled  her  heart.  '  I  quite  enjoyed  it,'  she 
said ;  and  Mary  had  to  pause  and  hear  an  account  of 
what  kind  of  biscuit  it  was,  and  to  express  her  de- 
light at  the  feat.  '  And  I  have  something  else  to 
tell  you,  dear  godmamma,'  she  said  ;  *  if  you  are 
quite  sure  you  will  not  be  upset  by  the  surprise. 
Some  one  has  just  arrived, — Alice  and  the  children  ! 
She  had  an  opportunity  to  come  by  this  last  mail, 
with  Lady  Sinclair,  the  Governor-General's  wife, 
who  has  taken  a  great  fancy  to  her.  Frank  would 
not  let  her  miss  the  opportunity.  She  arrived  the 
day  before  yesterday,  and  she  is  with  the  children, 
looking  so  nice  !  I  am  sure  you  will  be  delighted  to 
see  them.     Shall  I  bring  them  up  here  ?  ' 

Mary's  nervousness  betrayed  itself  in  the  haste 
with  which  she  delivered  this  long  explanation,  never 
pausing  to  take  breath.  And  Mrs.  Ronton  put  down 
her  arrowroot  and  sat  upright  on  the  sofa.  '  Bring 
them  here  ! — Alice  and  the  children !  Good  heavens, 
Mary  !  are  you  out  of  your  senses  ? '  said  the  invalid, 
'when  I  have  just  this  moment  got  out  of 
bed!' 
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*But  she  will  wait  as  long  as  you  please/  said 
Mary,  anxiously. 

'  And  you  know  I  hate  surprises/  said  Mrs. 
Ronton.  '  It  may  be  all  very  well  for  you  robust 
people  who  are  never  ill ;  but  sucb  a  thing  upsets 
my  nerves  altogether  ;  and  nothing  is  ready,  you 
know  ;  and  why  did  Frank  not  come  with  her?  But 
it  just  shows  how  dreadful  it  is  to  have  to  do  with 
people  who  are  out  of  society  !  '  cried  Mrs.  Ronton, 
putting  one  foot  to  the  ground.  '  I  suppose  I  must 
go  and  see  to  things  myself.' 

*  Missis  will  make  herself  quite  ill ! '  cried  the 
maid,  in  alarm.  '  Oh,  please,  ma'am, — if  you  would 
be  so  good,  ma'am, — Dr.  Mixton  would  never  forgive 
me  if  you  went  and  walked  about  after  you  've  took 
your  arrowroot.' 

'  Don't  worry  me,  Davison ! '  cried  Mrs.  Ronton, 
ready  to  cry  ;  '  as  if  I  had  not  enough  to  worry  me  ! 
Couldn't  she  write?  or  keep  to  her  proper  time? 
I  don't  understand  how  you  can  countenance  such 
a  thing,  Mary !  As  for  walking  about,  I  can't  do 
it.  If  all  the  house  goes  to  sixes  and  sevens, — 
and  there  is  no  place  for  anybody  to  sleep  in, — I 
can't  help  it ;  I  cannot  do  it.  I  have  my  duty  to 
my  children  to  think  of,  and  I  am  not  going  to 
kill  myself.' 

At  this  moment  Alice,  who  had  become  impatient, 
knocked  at  the  door.  Nobody  conceived  that  such 
an   invasion   w^as   possible,    and   therefore   Davison 
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opened  the  door,  cautious,  but  unsuspecting,  while 
Mrs.  Renton  put  up  her  foot  again,  and  lay  back,  the 
image  of  exhaustion,  on  the  sofa.  Davison  gave  a 
little  cry  of  mingled  horror  and  delight,  if  such  a 
mixture  may  be.  Alice  stood  in  the  doorway  with  a 
child  in  each  hand.  They  were  all  lightly  clad  in 
white  summer  dresses,  the  young  mother  and  the  two 
children.  Little  Laurence  tottered  forward  a  step  or 
two,  holding  by  his  mother's  hand,  and  Mary  held 
back,  gazing,  with  wistful  blue  eyes,  at  the  strange 
scene.  Mrs.  Ronton,  as  long  as  she  was  by  herself, 
was  an  invalid  given  up  to  all  sorts  of  indulgences  ; 
but  when  she  was  brought  face  to  face  with  the  out- 
side world  she  was  a  lady,  and  knew  how  to  adopt 
that  gracious  role.  Before  Mary  "SYestbury  could 
recover  from  her  astonishment  and  consternation,  the 
mistress  of  the  house  held  out  her  hands  to  her 
daughter-in-law.  *Ah,  Alice,  come  in,'  she  said; 
'  bring  them  to  me.  I  am  not  able,  my  dear,  to  go 
to  you.' 

And  in  five  minutes  more,  the  chatter  and  the 
laughter,  the  tumult  of  pleasant  explanations  and 
questions,  and  all  the  talk  that  belongs  to  an  arrival, 
was  in  full  course  by  the  side  of  Mrs.  Renton's  sofa. 
As  for  Alice,  it  had  never  occurred  to  her  to  be 
afraid  of  her  mother-in-law.  She  was  afraid  of 
nobody  in  the  present  feKcitous  state  of  her  afiairs. 
She  had  forgotten  altogether  how  little  she  had  been  at 
Renton,  how  small  her  personal  knowledge  was  of  the 
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household  there.  Somehow,  through  those  six  years 
of  correspondence,  the  Manor  and  the  Square  had  got 
jumbled  together  in  the  mind  of  Mrs.  Frank  Ronton. 
Had  she  come  with  any  doubt  of  her  reception,  the 
chances  were  that  things  would  not  have  gone  so 
pleasantly.  But  she  had  not  the  least  doubt  of  her 
reception.  She  could  not  be  kept  away  even  so  long 
as  was  necessary  to  get  grandmamma's  reply.  She 
took  it  for  granted  that  her  husband's  mother 
belonged  to  her  almost  as  much  as  her  own.  Who 
should  go  and  ask  admission  for  Frank's  children 
into  the  room  their  father  was  born  in,  but  she? 
And  this  fearlessness  vanquished  the  invalid,  who 
felt  all  her  tremors  of  anticipation  quieted  in  a 
moment.  The  children  did  not  scream,  but  only 
gazed  at  her  in  silence,  with  big,  wide-open  eyes, — 
and  baby  was  like  his  father.  And  Mrs.  Ronton, 
though  she  had  been  so  long  accustomed  to  think  of 
herself  first,  and  watch  over  her  own  peace  and 
comfort,  was  still  Frank's  mother.  After  awhile 
old  recollections  came  over  her,  and  she  cried  a 
little  over  Frank's  boy.  '  I  remember  when  his 
father  was  just  like  him,'  she  began  to  tell  Alice, 
and  ran  into  a  hundred  little  nursery  stories,  which 
roused  her  heart  within  her.  *  I  might  have  talked 
to  her  for  a  hundred  years  before  she  would  have 
thought  of  telling  them  to  me,'  said  Mary,  with 
again  an  unmarried  young  woman's  admiration,  and 
soft   half-envy   of  the   young   mother's   privileges. 
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Alice  drew  a  low  chair  to  tlie  side  of  the  sofa,  and 
put  the  baby — most   daring  proceeding  of  all — on 
the  very  couch  itself,  that  grandmamma  might  give 
her  opinion  of  his  little  dimpled  arms  and  legs,  and 
say   if  she   did   not    think   he    was    stout   enough, 
though  perhaps  not  so  fat  as  an  English  baby  ought 
to  be.     ^  But  mamma  says  she   does   not  care   for 
those  very  fat  babies,'  Alice  said,  with  eyes  intent 
upon  the  face  of  the  critic.     '  And  neither  do  I,' 
Mrs.    Renton    said    with    solemnity,    holding    her 
grandson's  little  pink  foot  in  her  hand.     '  If  I  had 
done  it,  poor  godmamma  would  have  been  quite  ill 
all    day,'    Mary    said    afterwards,    describing   the 
meeting  to  her  mother.     And  for  an  hour   or  two 
there    was    nothing    to    be    heard    but   that    soft 
feminine  talk,   all  full  of  bits   of  private  history, 
and   interspersed   with   every   kind    of    digression, 
which  women  love.     Alice  gave  them  no  narrative 
of  her  six  years'  absence  ;  but  apropos  of  everything 
and  nothing,  there  would  come  a  little  chapter  out 
of  the  heart  of  it.     '  It  was  that  time  when  I  was 
rather   ill — that   Frank  wrote   to   you   about.     He 
took  me  up  to  the  hills,  and  we  had  to  leave  little 
Mary   at   the    station.     We   went   along   with    the 
General  and  his  wife,  and  they  were  so  friendly; 
and  it   was  he,  you  remember,  who  recommended 
Frank  for  that  appointment  he  has  held  ever  since. 
To  tell  the  truth,  we  had  got  into  debt,'  said  Alice, 
with  a  blush ;  *  it  was  that  that  made  me  ill,  as 
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mucli  as  anything.  We  were  determined  not  to 
tell  you,  but  struggle  out  of  it  as  best  we  could,  and 
you  can't  tbink  how  glad  we  were  of  that  appoint- 
ment. I  thought  you  would  all  think  me  such  a 
wretched  little  creature  to  have  brought  Frank 
nothing,  and  yet  have  let  him  get  into  debt.  It 
was  there  I  first  saw  a  lady  with  a  chignon.  I 
could  not  tell  what  to  make  of  it  at  first,  and  Frank 
thought  it  hideous  ;  but  then  it  was  too  big — it  was 
as  big  as  her  head.' 

*  Depend  upon  it,  my  dear,  it  was  false  hair ; 
they  say  everybody  wears  false  hair  now-a-days,'  said 
Mrs.  Eenton,  who  was  still  holding  in  her  hand  the 
baby's  little  dimpled  foot. 

'  But  I  don't  believe  that,'  said  Alice.  ^  I  like 
you  in  the  chignon,  Mary ;  it  suits  you  much 
better  than  the  other  fashion ;  and  what  a  comfort 
it  must  be  not  to  have  any  curls  to  do  when  you 
are  sleepy  !  Grandmamma  dear,  I  wish  you  would 
tell  me  what  to  do  with  little  Mary's  hair.  It  is  so 
soft  it  will  not  creper,  nor  anything.  Lady 
Sinclair's  niece's  little  girl  looks  to  have  a  perfect 
bush  of  hair,  and  Mary  has  just  as  much,  but  it  will 
not  stand  out.' 

*  It  must  be  plaited  every  night  before  she  goes 
to  bed,'  said  Mrs.  Henton,  *  and  just  damped  a  little 
before  it  is  plaited.  Have  you  an  English  nurse? 
Of  course  your  ayah  must  be  sent  back.  And, 
Alice,  I  hope  you  are  quite  sure  about  that  debt.' 
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'  It  was  all  paid,  every  penny  !  Don't  be  afraid. 
I  could  never  liave  come  home  and  looked  j^ou  in 
the  face  if  it  had  not  been  paid.  And  I  have  taken 
such  care  ever  since  !  Frank  is, — too  generous,  you 
know.  He  asks  people,  and  does  not  think.  And 
then  everybody  that  pleases  comes  and  stays  with 
you.  India  is  such  a  funny  place  for  that.  When 
we  were  at  Goine  Ghurla,  the  Fentons  lived  with 
us  for  six  weeks  ;  they  could  not  get  a  house  to  suit 
them,  and  we  had  a  larger  one  than  we  wanted, 
and  of  course  they  came  to  us  as  if  it  were  the  most 
natural  thing  in  the  world.  It  is  very  nice,  but  it 
is  rather  expensive.  Of  course  we  could  have  gone 
to  them  in  return  had  we  wanted  to  go,  but  we 
never  did.  How  nice  it  is  to  see  you  in  your 
pink  ribbons,  grandmamma,  after  that  dreadful 
widow's  cap  I ' 

'  My  dear,  I  am  only  in  my  own  room  ;  it  is 
only  something  Davison  made  up  for  me,'  said  Mrs. 
Henton,  confused.  '  I  never  wear  colours  down- 
stairs. Indeed,  my  spirits  will  never  be  equal  to  it 
again.' 

'But  they  are  so  becoming  to  you,'  said  Alice. 
And  thus  the  talk  ran  on.  And  the  children,  awed 
by  the  novelty  of  everything,  behaved  themselves 
like  little  angels,  not  uttering  a  cry,  nor  shedding  a 
tear.  When  the  time  of  the  afternoon  drive  came, 
little  Mary,  inspired  by  her  good  genius,  made  a  peti- 
tion to  go  in  the  carriage  with  grandmamma.     And 
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that  'day  the  marvellous  sight  might  have  been  seen 
of  Mrs.  E-enton  with  the  ayah  and  the  baby  seated 
opposite  her,  and  little  Marj^,  in  great  state,  by  her 
side,  perambulating  the  lanes.  Mrs.  Eenton  made 
the  coachman  stop  when  they  passed  the  rector's 
pony  carriage,  and  explained,  '  My  son  Frank's 
children,  just  come  from  India,'  with  such  pride  as 
she  had  scarcely  felt  since  Frank  had  been  the 
baby.  Already  these  sweet  avant-couriers  of  return 
and  restoration  had  loosened  the  prison  bonds  for 
the  invalid  in  her  unconscious  selfishness.  She 
forgot  all  about  her  medicine,  and  even  her  cup  of 
tea,  when  she  went  in,  and  demanded  to  know 
instead  if  her  favourite  biscuits  had  been  provided 
for  the  children.  On  the  whole,  it  was  pleasanter 
thus  taking  thought  for  others  than  thinking  only 
of  herself. 

When  they  were  left  alone,  Mary  and  Alice  went 
out  together  to  stray  about  the  lawn  and  down  the 
favourite  haunt  of  the  Rontons, — the  path  to  the 
river.  And  they  had  a  great  deal  of  talk  and 
consultation,  confidential  and  serious,  which  was 
comforting  to  both.  *  Don't  you  know  in  the  very 
least  how  things  are  to  be  ? '  Alice  asked,  with  a 
certain  wistfulness.  *  I  don't  care  about  money,  in- 
deed ;  but,  oh,  it  would  be  so  nice  to  stay  at  home  ! ' 

*  Nobody  knows,'  said  Mary ;  '  not  even  Mr. 
Ponsonby,  I  believe.  It  makes  one  very  anxious 
when  one  thinks  of  it.     If  poor,  dear  uncle's  mind 
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was  touched,  as  some  people  think,  he  may  have 
made  some  other  stipulation.  I  don't  know, — but 
Renton  ought  to  come  to  Ben.' 

'  I  have  heard  Frank  say  often  that  if  the  will 
did  not  do  that,  Laurie  and  he  had  both  agreed  to 
settle  it  so,'  said  Alice.  '  Of  course  they  could  not 
take  it.  But  if  it  is  not  wrong  to  say  so, — and  as 
poor  ^Ir.  Renton  is  dead  I  don't  think  it  can  be 
wrong, — I  should  like  if  there  was  some  money  for 
us.' 

'There  'must  be  some  money  for  you,'  said 
Mary  ;  and  thus  speaking  they  moved  down  the 
bank,  and,  coming  to  the  beech-tree  at  the  corner, 
which  was  associated  in  Mary's  mind  with  so  many 
tangles  of  the  tale,  stopped  short  to  contemplate  the 
view.  A  little  to  one  side  from  that  famous  point  of 
vision  a  peep  could  be  obtained,  through  some 
branches,  of  a  house  close  by  the  water's  edge, — 
a  little  house,  with  its  trees  dipping  into  the  stream, 
lying  imder  the  shadow  of  a  high,  wooded  bank. 
Mary's  mind  was  full  of  her  special  griefs  and 
apprehensions,  and  she  could  not  keep  her  eyes  from 
that  peaceful  little  place,  which  lay  full  iQ  the 
afternoon  sunshine.  'That  is  The  Willows,'  she 
said,  pointing  it  out. 

'  It  looks  very  nice,  but  what  is  The  Willows  ? ' 
said  Alice.  '  I  never  heard  Frank  speak  of  it,' 
which  was  her  standard  of  interest  for  everything 
within  her  vision. 

VOL.  III.  K 
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'I  dare  say  Frank  never  remembered  it/  said 
Mary ;  *  it  is  not  a  place  of  any  consequence ;  at 
least,  it  never  was  before.  But  two  ladies  have 
come  to  it  now.  They  are  a  mother  and  a  daughter, 
and  they  are  both  widows.' 

'  Poor  things !  but  that  does  not  sound  very 
important  still.  Are  they  nice  ?'  said  Alice,  in  her 
ignorance.  And  Mary  began  to  regret  the.  .sudden- 
ness of  her  confidence. 

'  The  daughter  is  very  beautiful.  She  was  a 
schoolfellow  of  mine  once,'  said  Mary;  'and  I'm 
afraid  they  are  not  very  nice.  If  I  tell  you  some- 
thing, will  you  never,  never  say  a  word  to  any 
one, — not  even  Frank?  Oh,  it  is  nothing  wrong. 
I  think  Ben  met  her  once,  and  was  fond  of  her. 
Beauty  goes  so  far,  you  know,  with  men.  I  think 
he  was  very  fond  of  her,  and  she  must  have 
deceived  him.  And  think  what  it  will  be  to  him, 
poor  fellow,  if  he  finds  her  there  when  he  comes 
home ! ' 

'But  how  did  she  deceive  him?'  cried  Alice. 
'  Oh,  tell  me  !    It  must  be  quite  a  romance.' 

'  1  don't  care  for  such  romances,'  said  Mary. 
'  He  loved  her,  I  am  sure,  and  she  went  away  abroad, 
and  must  have  married  somebody  else,  for  she  is 
a  widow  I  told  you ;  and  fancy  what  he  will  feel 
when  he  finds  her  here  ! ' 

'  Well,  perhaps  he  might  like  it,'  said  Alice. 
'  Men  are  so  queer.     They  are  not  the  least  like  us. 
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I  know  by  Frank ;  when  something  happens  that 
I  think  he  will  be  in  a  dreadful  way  about,  he 
takes  it  quite  calmly ;  and  then  for  the  least  little 
thing,  that  nobody  in  their  senses  would  pay  the 
least  attention  to,  he  will  blaze  up  !  Is  Ben  nice  ? 
Perhaps  he  will  be  quite  pleased  to  find  her  here,  to 
show  her  he  does  not  care.' 

*  1  don't  know  if  you  would  think  him  very 
nice ;  but  to  us,  you  know,'  said  Marj^  turning 
away  her  head,  *  he  is  Ben :  and,  of  course,  there  is 
no  more  to  be  said.' 

'Yes,  of  course,  you  are  all  fond  of  him,'  said 
simple  Alice ;  and  they  went  on,  relapsing  into 
other  channels  of  talk.  But  though  she  understood 
80  little  the  full  meaning  of  what  she  had  heard, 
Alice  was  such  a  reKef  and  comfort  to  Mary  as  she 
had  not  had  for  years.  Even  to  have  said  so  much 
as  this  relieved  her;  and  to  nobody  else  could  she 
have  ventured  to  say  even  so  much.  Not  to  her 
own  mother,  who  was  too  energetic,  and  might  have 
thought  it  her  duty  to  come  into  the  field,  and 
break  a  lance  with  Mrs.  Tracy  in  defence  of  her 
nephew ;  not  to  Laurie,  who  might  have  seen 
deeper  still,  and  detected  certain  secrets  of  Mary's 
heart  which  she  would  not  whisper  even  to  herself. 
But  Alice,  who  was  ready  to  listen,  and  give  her 
ignorant,  shrewd  opiaion,  was  a  comfort  to  speak  to. 
Mary  was  exhilarated  and  consoled  by  her  walk,  as 
much  as  her  aunt  was  by  the  drive,  in  which  the 
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soft  pride  and  sense  of  property  in  Frank's  babies 
had  warmed  her  dried-up  soul.  When  the  mother 
and  her  babies  went  back  to  town  by  the  evening 
train,  Mrs.  Ronton  felt  herself  able  to  walk  almost 
to  the  end  of  the  avenue  to  see  them  off,  a  thing  she 
had  not  been  known  to  do  for  years;  and  Mary 
drove  with  them  to  the  station,  anticipating  joyfully 
the  time  when . '  Frank's  family '  should  come  back 
to  take  possession  of  the  apartments  prepared  for 
them.  The  family  ark  was  settling  upon  the  top  of 
the  mount.  But  a  few  days  more,  and  the  doors 
would  open,  and  the  wanderings  be  over,  and  the 
family  fate  be  known. 
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CHAPTER  YIII. 

BEX. 

The  first  who  arrived  of  the  family  party  was  the 
eldest  son. 

It  was  on  the  15th  of  September  that  Ben  came 
home.  The  day  appointed  for  reading  the  will 
was  a  week  later,  and  none  of  the  others  had 
arrived  when  Ben's  letter  came  announcing  his 
return  for  the  next  morning.  Fortunately,  the 
*  boys' '  rooms  were  quite  ready,  and  the  house 
was  so  wound  up  to  the  height  of  excitement, 
that  the  first  actual  arrival  was  a  godsend.  The 
flutter  and  commotion  of  that  day  was  indescribable. 
As  for  poor  Mary  she  did  not  know  what  she  was 
about.  It  was  cruel  on  her  that  he  should  come 
alone, — that  there  should  be  nobody  to  break  their 
inevitable  tete-a-tete  at  breakfast  and  during  the 
hours  when  Mrs.  E-enton  would  certainly  be  in- 
visible. Busy  as  she  was,  looking  after  everything, 
she  found  time  for  a  hurried  note  to  Laurie,  telling 
him  of  his  brother's  coming.  '  He  has  been  so 
long  away  that  I  feel  as  if  it  were  a  stranger  who 
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was  coming/  Mary  wrote,  in  a  panic  quite  unlike 
her  usual  character ; — '  do  come  at  once  and  help 
me  to  entertain  him/  'Help  you  to  entertain 
Ben ! '  was  Laurie's  reply,  with  ever  so  many 
notes  of  interrogation.  Perhaps  the  helplessness 
and  fright  which  were  visible  in  this  demand  threw 
some  light  to  Laurie  upon  the  state  of  affairs,  but 
he  either  could  not  or  would  not  help  her  in  her 
trouble ;  and  with  a  heart  which  beat  very  loudly 
in  her  breast,  but  with  an  outward  aspect  of  the 
most  elaborate  quietness  and  composure,  Mary  stood 
on  the  lawn  in  the  September  sunset  watching 
for  the  dog-cart  to  come  from  the  station.  The 
ladies  from  The  Willows  had  been  calling  that 
very  morning,  and  of  course  had  heard  what  was 
going  to  happen,  and  a  glance  had  passed  between 
the  mother  and  daughter  when  Mrs.  Ronton  had 
hoped  she  would  see  a  great  deal  of  them  while 
the  *  boys '  were  at  home.  *  I  should  think  Mr. 
Ronton  must  have  forgotten  us,'  Millicent  had  said, 
with  a  little  pathos.  Mary  took  very  little  part 
in  all  this,  but  noted  everything,  the  most  vigilant 
and  clear-sighted  of  critics.  It  made  her  heart 
ache  to  look  at  that  beautiful  face.  Was  it  possible 
that  those  blue  eyes  which  looked  so  lustrous,  and 
the  smiling  lips  that  were  so  sweet,  could  obliterate 
in  Ben's  mind  all  sense  of  falsehood  and  treachery  ? 
And,  indeed,  Mary  only  took  the  treachery  for 
granted.     Perhaps  there  had  been  nothing  of  the 
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kind  ;  perhaps  he  was  coming  without  any  griev- 
ance against  her  to  fall  iato  this  syren's  snares. 
How  cunning  it  was  of  her  to  post  herself  there, 
on  the  edge  of  the  river,  where  '  the  boys' '  boats 
would  be  passing  continually,  and  where  they 
could  not  escape  her !  And  how  deep-rooted  the 
plan  must  have  been  which  preserved  the  date  for 
seven  years,  and  made  Millicent  aware  exactly  when 
her  victim  was  coming  home  I  Mary's  thoughts 
were  severe  and  uncompromising.  She  could  not 
think  of  any  possible  tie  between  Millicent  and 
her  cousin  but  that  of  enchantress  and  victim. 
She  did  not  know  how  good  the  adventuress  had 
resolved  to  be  if  at  last  this  last  scheme  of  all 
should  be  successful ;  nor  what  a  weary  life  of 
failure,  and  disappoiutment,  and  self-disgust,  poor 
Millicent  had  gone  through.  Mary  could  not  have 
behoved  in  any  extenuating  circumstances.  There 
could  be  no  trace  of  womanly  or  natural  feeling 
in  the  creature  who  thus  came,  visibly  without 
the  shadow  of  a  pretext,  to  lie  in  wait  for  Ben. 

She  thought  her  heart  would  have  stopped  beat- 
ing when  the  dog-cart  dashed  in  at  the  gates. 
But  her  outward  aspect  was  one  of  such  fixed 
composure  that  Ben,  as  he  made  a  spring  out  of  it, 
almost  without  leaving  the  horse  time  to  stop,  and 
caught  his  cousin  precipitately  in  his  arms,  felt 
as  if  he  had  committed  a  social  sin  in  his  sudden 
kiss.      'I  am  sure  I  beg  your  pardon,  Mary,'  he 
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cried,  half  laughing,  half  horrified.  *  I  forgot  I 
had  been  away  so  long,  and  you  had  grown  out  of 
acquaintance  with  me  ;  but  still  you  need  not  look 
so  shocked.' 

*  I  am  not  shocked,^  said  Mary,  who  had  scarcely 
voice  enough  to  speak ;  *  it  was  only  the  sur- 
prise ;  and,  good  heavens,  what  a  beard ! ' 

'  Well,  yes,  it  is  an  alarming  article,  I  suppose,' 
said  Ben,  looking  down  with  complacency  upon 
one  of  those  natural  ornaments  which  men  prize 
so  much.  It  was  an  altogether  new  decoration. 
And  it  seemed  to  Mary  that  he  had  grown  even 
taller  while  he  had  been  away,  so  changed  was 
the  development  of  the  mature  man, — brown, 
bearded,  and  powerful, — from  that  of  Ben,  the  young 
man  of  fashion,  who  had  been  as  dainty  in  all  his 
ways  as  herself.  His  frame  had  broadened,  ex- 
panded, and  acquired  that  air  of  activity  and  force 
which  only  occupation  gives.  His  eye  had  no 
languor  in  it,  but  was  full  of  active  observation 
and  thought.  The  change  was  so  great  that  it 
took  away  her  breath,  and  after  the  second  glance 
Mary  was  not  quite  sure  that  it  was  so  very  satis- 
factory. He  was  more  like  the  Bentons  than  he 
had  been, — his  lip  curled  a  little  at  the  corner,  as 
if  it  might  sneer  on  occasion.  His  manner  had 
grown  a  little  peremptory.  *  Where  is  my  mother  ? ' 
he  said  immediately,  without  giving  even  a  spare 
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moment  to  look  again  at  the  companion  of  his 
childhood  ; — '  in  her  own  room  ?  ' 

'  Yes,  she  is  waiting  for  you/  said  Mary.  And 
he  went  off  from  her  without  another  word.  Of 
course  it  was  very  right  he  should  do  so,  after  an 
absence  of  six  years  and  a  half,  and  very  nice  of 
him   to   be    so    anxious  to    see   his    mother.      But 

yet Mary  went  in  after  him,  in  two  or  three 

minutes,  feeling  somehow  as  if  she  had  fallen 
from  an  unspeakable  height  of  expectation  ;  though 
she  had  not  expected  anything  in  reaKty, — and 
Ben  had  been  very  kind,  very  frank,  and  cordial, 
and  cousinly.  What  a  fool  she  was  !  And  while 
she  could  hear  the  unusual  roll  of  the  man's  voice 
in  Mrs.  Renton's  room,  running  on  in  perpetual 
volleys  of  sound,  Mary,  in  the  silence  of  her  own, 
sat  down  and  cried, — folly  for  which  she  could 
have  killed  herself.  Of  course  his  first  hour 
belonged  to  his  mother.  And  what  did  she,  Mary, 
want  of  him  but  his  kindly  regard,  and, — esteem, — 
and, — respect !  Respect  was  what  a  man  would 
naturally  give, — if  she  did  not  betray  herself,  and 
show  how  little  she  was  deserving  of  it, — to  a 
woman  of  her  years.  Seven-and-twenty !  To  be 
sure  Ben  was  nearly  five  years  older ;  but  that  does 
not  count  in  a  man.  Moved  by  these  thoughts, 
Mary  went  to  the  extreme  of  voluntary  humility, 
and  dressed  herself  in  one  of  her  soberest  dresses 
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for  dinner.  '  I  laid  out  the  pink,  ma'am,  as  Mr. 
Ben  has  come  home,'  said  her  maid.  *  No,  the 
grey,'  said  Mary,  obstinately.  He  should  see  at 
least  that  there  was  no  affectation  of  juyenility  about 
her, — that  she  fully  acknowledged  and  understood 
her  position  as, — almost, — middle-aged.  Poor  Mary 
was  considered  a  very  sensible  girl  by  all  her 
friends,  and  she  thought  to  herself,  while  com- 
mitting this  piece  of  folly,  that  she  would  justify 
their  opinion.  Sense  as  her  grand  quality, — and 
esteem  and  respect  as  the  mild  emotions  which  she 
might  hope  to  inspire, — such  were  the  reflections 
that  passed  through  Mary  Westbury's  mind  as  she 
put  on  her  grey  gown. 

'It  don't  look  so  bad.  Miss  Mary,  after  all,' 
said  her  maid  encouragingly,  as  she  gave  the  last 
twitch  to  the  skirt.  And  certainly  it  did  not  look 
bad.  The  sensible  young  woman  who  wished  her 
cousin  Ben  to  respect  her,  had  a  little  rose-flush 
going  and  coming  on  her  cheeks,  and  a  lucid  gleam 
of  emotion  in  her  eyes,  which  might  have  justified 
a  more  marked  sentiment.  Her  hand  was  a  little 
tremulous,  her  voice  apt, — if  the  expression  is 
permissible, — to  go  into  chords,  the  keys  of  half- 
a-dozen  different  feelings  being  struck  at  the  same 
moment,  and  producing,  if  a  little  incoherence,  at 
the  same  time  a  curious  multiplicity  of  tone.  The 
dining-room  had  more  lights  than  usual,  but  still 
was  not   bright ;  and  when  Ben  came  in  with  his 
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mother  on  liis  arm,  lie  protested  instantly  against 
the  great  desert  of  a  table,  which,  in  deference  to 
old  custom,  was  alwaj^s  spread  in  the  long-deserted 
place. 

*I  can't  have  you  half-a-mile  off,'  he  said. 
'  You  must  sit  by  me  here,  mamma,  and  you  here, 
Mary.  That  is  better.  We  are  not  supposed  to 
be  on  our  best  behaviour,  I  hope,  the  very  day  I 
come  home.' 

*  Why,  this  is  very  nice,'  said  Mrs.  Renton,  as 
she  sipped  her  soup  at  her  son's  right  hand,  and 
stopped  from  time  to  time  to  look  at  him.  'And 
one  does  not  feel  as  if  one  had  any  responsibility. 
I  think  I  shall  keep  this  seat,  my  dear ;  it  will  be 
like  dining  out  without  any  of  the  trouble.  And 
then,  Ben,  I  shall  not  feel  the  change  when  you 
bring  home  a  wife.' 

Mary,  who  had  been  looking  on,  suddenly  turned 
her  eyes  away ;  but  all  the  same,  she  perceived 
that  Ben's  obstinate  Renton  upper  lip  settled  down 
a  little,  and  that  he  grew  stern  to  behold. 

'  I  don't  think  that  is  a  very  likely  event,'  he  said. 

*  But  it  must  be,'  said  Mrs.  Eenton  ;  '  it  must  be 
some  time.  I  don't  say  directly,  because  this  is 
very  pleasant.  And  after  being  left  seven  years 
all  alone,  I  think  I  might  have  my  boy  to  myself 
to  cheer  me  up  a  little.  But  it  must  be  some  time, 
— in  a  year  or  two, — when  you  have  had  time  to 
look  about  you  and  make  up  your  mind.' 
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*  SuflScient  unto  the  day  is  the  evil  thereof/  said 
Ben,  with  a  short  laugh  ;  '  if  I  am  to  judge  of  my 
effect  upon  English  ladies  by  the  impression  I  made 
on  Mary, — it  is  not  encouraging,  I  can  tell  you.  I 
was  afraid  she  would  faint.' 

*  Oh,  Ben  !  '  Mary  exclaimed,  looking  up  at  him 
with  her  lucid,  emotipnal  eyes ;  and  the  rose- flush 
went  over  all  her  face.  It  was  a  very  pleasant  face 
to  look  at.  And,  perhaps,  even  beauty  herself  is 
not  more  attractive  than  a  countenance  which 
changes  when  you  look  at  it,  and  a  voice  full  of  chords. 
Yes  ;  no  doubt  he  had  some  respect  for  her,  and 
even  esteem,  if  you  went  so  far  as  that. 

'  Mary  and  I  have  been  living  so  much  out  of 
the  world,'  said  Mrs.  Eenton.  *We  have  been 
quite  alone,  you  know,  my  dear.  My  poor  health 
was  never  equal  to  the  exertion.  It  is  always  best 
for  such  an  invalid  as  I  am  to  give  up  everything, 
I  believe.  And  except  just  our  drives, — your  poor 
dear  papa  always  made  such  a  point  of  my  drives.' 

'  But  Mary  was  not  an  invalid,'  said  Ben,  and  he 
looked  full  at  her  for  a  moment,  lighting  up  once 
more  the  glow  in  her  face.  '  I  don't  know  what 
you  have  been  doing  to  yourself,'  he  said.  *  Is  it 
the  way  she  has  her  hair,  mother  ?  It  cannot  be 
her  dress,  because  I  remember  that  gown.  I  sup- 
pose she  has  been  asleep  all  these  seven  years,  like 
the  beauty  in  the  wood.' 

*  I  think  I  have,'  said  Mary ;  but  her  voice  was 
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scarcely  audible.     After  all,  tlie  pink  gown  had  not 
been  necessarj^,  and  virtue  bad  its  reward. 

^  Asleep  for  seven  years  ?  Indeed,  you  are 
unkind  to  Mary,'  said  Mrs.  Renton.  'You  can't 
think  wbat  a  comfort  sbe  bas  been  to  me,  Ben. 
Sbe  bas  always  read  to  me,  and  driven  witb  me,  and 
talked  wben  I  could  bear  it,  and  got  my  worsted 
work  straight,  and  given  the  housekeeper  her 
orders.  If  she  had  been  my  own  child  she  could 
not  have  been  nicer.  And  never  cared  for  going 
out  or  anything.  I  am  sure  it  is  not  necessary  for 
me  to  say  it ;  but  if  anything  should  happen  to  me, 
I  hope  you  will  all  be  very  kind  to  Mary.  You 
can't  think  what  a  good  child  she  has  been.' 

*  Kind  to  Mary ! '  said  Ben,  holding  out  his 
hand  to  her.  Well,  perhaps  there  might  be  some- 
thing more  than  even  respect  and  esteem, — affection, 
— that  was  the  word :  —  family  affection  and 
brotherly- kindness.  And  what  could  a  woman  of 
seven-and-twenty  desire  or  dream  of  more  ? 

And  when  they  retired  to  the  drawing-room 
Mrs.  Renton  was  very  eloquent  about  the  change  of 
affairs.  '  Not  to  say  that  it  is  Ben,  my  dear, — 
whom  of  course  it  is  a  great  happiness  to  see  again, 
— there  is  always  a  pleasure  in  knowing  that  there 
is  a  man  in  the  house,'  she  said.  '  It  rouses  one  up. 
I  am  sure  there  were  many  days  that  it  was  a  great 
bore  to  go  down  to  dinner.  I  should  have  liked  a 
cup  of  tea  in  my  own  room  so  much  better ;  but  a 
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man  must  always  have  his  dinner.  And  then  they 
have  been  about  all  day,  and  they  have  something  to 
tell  you,  if  it  is  only  what  is  in  the  evening  paper  ; 
— and  there  is  always  most  news  in  the  evening 
paper,  Mary.  I  have  remarked  that  all  my  life. 
And  even  now,  you  know,  one  feels  that  he  will 
come  in  by-and-bye, — and  that  is  something  to  look 
forward  to.  It  is  a  great  advantage,  my  dear,  to 
have  a  man  in  the  house.' 

*  It  is  very  pleasant,  at  least,  to  have  Ben  in  the 
house,'  said  Mary ;  but  she  quaked  a  little  while 
she  spoke ;  for  what  was  she  to  do  with  him  for  the 
rest  of  the  evening  after  Mrs.  Kenton  went  to  bed  ? 
And  if  the  world  was  coming  to  an  end,  it  would  not 
prevent  Davison's  appearance  at  half-past  nine  to 
take  her  mistress  up-stairs.  And  there  was  not 
much  chance  that  Ben  would  be  inclined  for  bed  at 
that  early  hour.  Mary  tried  hard  to  brace  herself 
up  for  the  evening's  work,  as  she  made  the  tea, 
pondering  whether  she  might  retire  in  her  turn 
about  half-past  ten  or  so,  that  being  a  proper  young 
ladies'  hour, — though  with  Laurie  she  would  not 
have  minded  how  long  she  sat  talking,  or  letting 
him  talk ;  and  yet  Ben  had  been  seeing  more,  doing 
more,  and  had  more  to  tell  than  Laurie.  Thus  it 
sometimes  happens  that  the  greater  the  love  the 
less  is  the  kindness, — though  such  a  word  as  love 
had  not  been  breathed  in  the  inmost  recesses  of 
Mary  Westbury's  mind. 
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But  when  Ben  joined  them  lie  was  very  talk- 
ative, and  full  of  his  own  concerns,  and  was  so 
interesting  that  his  mother  put  Davison  off,  and  it 
was  ten  o'clock  before  she  actually  left  the  drawing- 
room.  After  a  little  conflict'  with  herself  Mary 
prepared  to  follow.  She  would  have  liked  to  stay, 
but  felt  herself  awkward,  and  uncomfortable,  and 
full  of  a  thousand  hesitations. 

*Are  you  going  too?'  Ben  said,  as  he  saw  her 
gathering  up  her  work ;  and  there  was  a  tone  of 
disappointment  in  his  voice  that  went  to  her 
heart. 

'  I  thought  you  might  be  tired,'  she  said, 
faltering. 

'  Tired  !  the  first  night  at  home !  I  suppose 
the  poor  dear  mother  has  stayed  as  long  as  is  good 
for  her ;  but  you  are  not  an  invalid,  Mary,'  said 
Ben  ;  '  you  don't  mean  to  say  ten  o'clock  is  the  end 
of  the  evening  for  you  ?  And  I  have  a  hundred 
things  to  tell'  you,  and  to  ask  you.  Put  on  your 
shawl,  and  come  out  for  a  breath  of  fresh  air.  The 
moon  always  shines  at  Benton.  I  '11  ring  for  some- 
body to  bring  you  a  shawl.' 

'  ril  run  and  get  one,'  said  Mary ;  and  she 
stayed  up-stairs  for  a  few  moments  to  take  breath 
and  compose  herself.  It  was  very  silly  of  her,  of 
course,  to  be  excited ;  but  she  reflected  that  it  was 
not  simply  the  innocent  stroll  with  her  cousin  in 
the  moonlight  for  which   she  was  afraid,   but  the 
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possibility  of  a  return  to  tlie  subject  of  Millicent,  of 
which  he  had  spoken  to  her  last  time  he  was  at 
Ronton.  He  was  standing  outside  the  window 
waiting  for  her  when  she  came  down,  and  they 
wandered  away  together,  instinctively  taking  that 
path  towards  the  river.  So  many  moonlight  walks 
on  that  same  path  glanced  over  Mary's  memory  as 
they  walked, — childish  ones,  when  the  cousins 
played  hide-and-seek  behind  the  great,  smooth, 
shining  boles  of  the  beeches, — merry  comings-home 
from  water-parties  when  they  were  all  boys  and 
girls  together.  And  then  that  walk,  which  was  the 
last  she  had  taken  with  Ben. 

He  did  not  say  much  for  some  minutes.  Perhaps 
he,  too,  was  thinking  of  all  those  old  recollections. 
'  When  I  went  away  the  moon  was  shining,'  he 
said  at  last  abruptly,  'and  I  suppose  it  has  been 
shining  and  the  river  running  and  the  branches 
rustling  all  this  time.  How  strange  it  seems  !  I 
wonder  if  I  have  been  dreaming  all  these  seven 
years  ? ' 

*I  daresay  you  have  for  a  great  part  of  the 
time,'  Mary  said,  with  an  effort  to  be  playful.  '  I 
am  sure  I  have  at  least ' 

*  I  hope  so,  considering  my  mother's  account  of 
what  you  have  been  doing,'  said  Ben.  And  then 
he  made  a  pause,  and  said,  as  if  he  did  it  on  purpose 
to  stir  up  every  possibility  of  discomfort  in  her,  '  Do 
you  remember  our  last  talk  here  ?' 
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'  Yes/  said  Mary,  and  then  they  went  on, 
stumbling  in  the  dark  places,  and  now  and  then 
coming  out  like  ghosts, — two  weird  figures, — into 
the  silver  light.  Though  he  had  brought  her  out 
on  the  pretence  of  having  so  much  to  say,  in  reality 
he  scarcely  talked  at  all.  And  she  kept  by  his  side, 
with  her  heart  giving  irregular  thumps  against  her 
breast.  She  had  not  breath  enough  to  bid  him  not 
to  go  any  farther,  and  the  sound  of  her  own  foot- 
steps and  his  in  the  utter  stillness  seemed  to  wake 
all  kinds  of  curious  echoes  in  the  dark  wood.  Mary 
was  half  frightened,  and  yet  rapt  into  a  curious 
mysterious  exaltation  of  feeling.  What  was  he 
thinking  of?  Were  they  two  the  same  creatures 
who  had  come  down  that  same  path  together, — 
was  it  six  years  or  six  hours  ago  ?  The  darkness 
among  the  trees  around  was  not  more  profound 
than  was  the  darkness  in  which  Ben's  life  had  been 
enveloped  during  his  absence.  He  had  written 
home,  it  is  true,  and  they  had  known  where  he 
went,  and  what,  as  people  say,  he  was  doing  all  the 
time ;  but  of  his  real  existence  Mary  knew  as  little, 
— just  as  little  and  as  much,  as  he  of  hers.  Thus 
they  went  on,  until  they  came  to  the  opening,  and 
the  green  bank  upon  the  river-side,  which  lay  in  a 
flood  of  moonlight  all  shut  and  bounded  round  by 
the  blackness  of  the  woods. 

'  What  a  pity  there  is  no  boat !  '  said  Ben.  '  I 
might  have  taken  you  up  the  reach  as  far  as  the 
VOL.  m.  L 
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moonliglit  goes.  We  must  have  a  boat.  I  did  not 
tliink  it  was  so  sweet.  And  there  is  Cookesley 
Churcli  across  the  fields.  I  remember  so  well  look- 
ing at  it  the  last  time  through  the  branches  of  the 
big  beech.  How  high  the  river  is  !  Whose  boat  is 
that,  I  wonder,  on  the  other  side  ? ' 

*0h,  it  is  from  The  Willows,  I  suppose,'  said 
Mary,  with  a  kind  of  desperation. 

*  The  Willows  ?  that  is  something  new.  Is  it 
old  Peters  and  his  sister  ?  But  you  told  me  he 
was  dead.  What  sort  of  people  are  at  The  Willows 
now  ? ' 

'Two  ladies,'  said  Mary,  succinctly.  Was  not 
this  like  the  very  hand  of  fate  ?  Why  The  Willows 
should  thus  thrust  itself  quite  arbitrarily  into  the 
conversation  without  any  word  or  warning  she 
could  not  tell.  It  was  like  the  work  of  a  malicious 
spirit. 

*  Two  ladies  !  '  said  Ben.  '  You  are  very  terse, — 
terser  than  I  ever  knew  you.  And  who  may  the 
two  ladies  be  who  venture  on  the  river  in  the 
moonlight  ? ' 

*  Oh,  I  do  not  think  they  are  in  the  boat.' 

*  But  whether  they  are  in  the  boat  or  not,  who 
are  they  ? '  said  Ben,  and  there  was  a  sound  as  of 
laughter  in  his  voice. 

Then  there  followed  a  dead  pause.  The  boat 
lay  in  the  fullest  moonlight,  and  already  they  could 
hear  the  soft  plash  of  the  oars  and  distant  sound  of 
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voices.  It  was  not  coming  down  the  stream,  but 
floating  softly  on  tlie  silvered  water,  just  kept  in  its 
place  against  the  current  by  the  oars.  Some  one 
was  out  enjoying  the  beauty  of  the  night  in  that 
magical  fashion  ;  and  opposite  was  ^dsible  the  little 
margin  of  lawn  which  belonged  to  The  Willows, 
the  trees  dripping  into  the  water,  and  the  lights  in 
the  open  windows.  A  subtle  suggestion  of  happi- 
ness, and  love,  and  rest,  was  in  the  scene.  Was  it 
a  pair  of  lovers,  or  a  young  husband  with  his  wife, 
or 

'  Tell  me, — this  becomes  mysterious, — who  are 
they  ? '  said  Ben. 

^  Oh,  only  some  people,'  Mary  said,  with  some 
breathlessness,  '  whom  I  think  you  once  knew.  Do 
you  remember  speaking  to  me,  the  last  time  we 
came  down  here  together,  about, — some  one, — a 
school-fellow  of  mine  ? ' 

'Yes.' 

'It  is  a  very  strange  coincidence,'  Mary  said, 
with  a  miserable  attempt  at  a  laugh.  '  It  is  Milli- 
cent,  who  has  gone  there  with  her  mother  for  the 
summer.     We  are  neighbours  now.' 

And  then  silence  came  again, — silence  deeper 
than  before.  He  started  a  little,  that  it  was  easy  to 
see ;  but  his  face  was  quite  in  the  shade.  And  after 
a  while  he  said,  with  a  steady  and  decided  voice, 
*  You  mean  Mrs.  Henry  Rich  ? ' 

*  Yes,'  said  Mary  ;  and  then  they  both  stood  on 
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the  rustling  grass  and  watched  the  boat,  which  lay 
caught,  as  it  were,  and  suspended  in  the  blaze  of 
white  radiance.  No  doubt  she  was  there,  enjoying 
that  beautiful  moment,  not  thinking  what  silent 
spectators  were  looking  on  so  near.  As  for  Mary, 
she  stood  spell-bound,  and  gazed  full  of  a  thousand 
thoughts.  Since  her  cousins  had  been  gone,  Mary 
had  had  no  one  to  row  her  about  the  shining  river, 
every  turn  of  which  she  knew  so  well ;  but  Milli- 
cent  had  her  boatman  at  once.  And  who  was  he  ? 
And  what  could  Ben  be  thinking  of  that  he  stood 
thus  on  the  brink  of  the  full  stream,  filled  more 
than  full  by  the  overflowing  of  the  moonlight  ?  All 
at  once  he  turned  on  his  heel,  as  if  rousing  himself, 
and  drew  Mary's  hand  within  his  arm, 

'Let  me  help  you  up  the  bank,'  said  Ben. 
*  After  all,  the  night  grows  cold.  Have  you  ever 
walked  as  far  before,  so  late  as  this  ?  ' 

*  Never,  I  think,  said  Mary,  going  with  him  up 
the  hill  at  a  pace  very  unusual  to  her.  Though  he 
carried  on  some  pretence  at  conversation,  she  was 
too  breathless  with  the  rapid  ascent  to  answer  other- 
wise than  by  an  occasional  monosyllable.  But  when 
they  reached  the  great  beech  he  permitted  her  to 
breathe.  Perhaps  he  paused  there  only  from  habit, 
or  perhaps  he  was  curious  to  look  back  upon  that 
picture  on  the  river,  and  gain  another  glimpse  in 
this  strange,  unlooked-for,  unsuspected  way  into  the 
life  of  the  woman  he  had  once  loved.     The  boat  had 
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disappeared  while  they  were  mounting  the  bank, 
and  on  the  lawn,  before  The  Willows,  stood  a  white 
tigure,  dwarfed  by  distance  into  the  size  of  a  fairy, 
but  blazing  white  in  the  intense  moonlight.  No 
doubt  Ben  saw  her,  for  his  face  was  turned  that 
way  ;  but  he  went  on  again  without  a  word.  It 
was  only  when  they  had  reached  the  lawn,  and 
were  approaching  the  lights  and  the  open  window 
by  which  they  had  come  forth,  that  he  alluded  to 
what  he  had  seen.  Then  he  asked  sharply,  all  at 
once,  in  the  very  middle  of  some  other  subject 
which  had  nothing  to  do  with  it,  '  How  long  have 
these  people  been  here  ?  ' 

'  Three  weeks,'  said  Mary.  IS ot  another  word 
was  said ;  but  a  certain  constraint  and  embarrass- 
ment,— at  least  so  she  thought, — had  come  over 
him.  When  she  lit  her  candle  this  time  he  made 
no  attempt  to  detain  her.  She  thought  even  that 
he  gave  a  sigh  of  reKef  as  he  opened  the  door  for 
her,  and  said  good-night ;  and  it  was  hard  for  Mary 
to  think  with  any  charity  of  the  woman  who  had 
thus  waylaid  him, — waylaid  his  very  imagination, — 
on  the  night  even  of  his  return.  Possibly  she  was 
quite  wrong  in  her  estimate  of  Ben's  feelings. 
When  she  was  gone  he  threw  himself  heavily  into 
a  chair,  and  sat  for  an  hour  or  more,  doing  nothing, 
chewing  the  cud  of  sweet  and  bitter  fancy.  But 
no  doubt  he  had  enough  to  think  about  without 
that.     It  would  have  been  strange  had  the  coming 
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home, — the  approach  of  certainty  after  his  long 
suspense, — the  familiar  life  that  seemed  to  have 
taken  him  up  again  after  casting  him  out  of  its 
bosom, — produced  no  excitement  in  his  mind.  And 
then  there  was  that  curious  sense  of  unreality 
which  comes  upon  a  man  when,  after  an  active  life 
of  his  own,  he  returns  to  his  father's  house,  and  finds 
ever}^ thing,  down  to  the  minutest  particular,  just  as 
it  used  to  be.  Is  not  this  life  such  stuif  as  dreams 
are  made  of?  To  Ben,  who  was  not  a  man  of 
thought,  this  sentiment  was  bewildering  ;  and  the 
quiet  of  the  house  weighed  upon  him  with  an  irri- 
tating heaviness.  Talk  of  noise !  There  is  no 
such  babel  as  that  of  silence  when  it  surges  round 
you,  when  no  living  thing  stirs,  and  the  mysterious 
air  rustles  its  wings  in  your  ears,  and  the  earth 
vibrates  under  your  feet.  The  flutter  of  moths  and 
invisible  insects  attracted  by  the  light,  the  rustle  of 
the  leaves  outside,  the  curtains  waving  in  the  night 
air,  the  mysterious  thrills  which  ran  through  the 
furniture,  the  wavering  of  the  flame  of  the  lamp, — 
all  afl'ected  Ben  when  he  was  left  alone.  His  life 
had  been  so  busy  and  full  of  action, — and  now  he 
had  left  that  existence  which  was  his  own,  and 
come  back  into  the  midst  of  those  shadows  to  await 
the  last  sentence  of  a  dead  man's  voice,  and  have 
his  whole  destiny,  perhaps,  thrown  once  more  into 
mistiness  and  darkness.  Had  there  been  any  need 
for  that  boat  softly  rocking  on   the   curve  of  the 
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silvered  water, — for  that  white  solitary  figure  in  the 
moonlight, — to  complicate  matters  further  ?  But 
whether  that  last  incident  did  count  for  anything  in 
the  multiplicity  of  his  thoughts,  or  whether  it 
affected  him  as  Mary  supposed, — and  as  Millicent 
meant  it  to  affect  him, — who  can  tell  ?  He  sat  a 
long  time  thinking,  but  he  uttered  none  of  his 
thoughts  in  the  shape  of  soliloquy,  which  is  unfortu- 
nate for  this  narrative ;  and  I  am  obliged  to  wait, 
as  most  people  are  compelled  to  do,  for  the  slow 
elucidation  of  events,  to  show  the  turn  taken  by 
Ben  Kenton's  thoughts. 

Mary's  mind  went  more  rapidly  to  a  conclusion, 
as  may  be  supposed.  She  could  no  more  tell  than  I 
can  what  Ben  was  really  turning  over  in  his  thoughts ; 
but  one  thing  was  clear  to  her,  that  he  had  not 
heard  of  the  neighbourhood  of  Millicent  with  indif- 
ference. It  might  be  indignation,  it  might  be  dis- 
gust, it  might  be  concealed  and  suppressed  delight ; 
but,  at  all  events,  the  information  had  moved 
him.  And  at  the  same  time,  he  had  been  very 
nice  to  herself, — very  friendly,  almost  more  than 
friendly — affectionate;  not  forgetting  to  help  her 
even  when  she  had  just  thrown  that  bombshell 
into  the  quiet.  To  be  sure,  he  had  hurried  her  up 
the  hill,  unconscious  of  the  rapidity  of  his  pace ; 
but  that  was  little  in  comparison  with  his  kindness 
in  remembering  her  at  all  when  he  had  just  heard 
such  news.     So  Mary  said  to  herself,  thinking,  like  a 
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romantic  young  woman,  tliat  Ben  must  have  straight- 
way forgotten  everything  but  Millicent.  Well ! 
She  was  like  a  sister  to  him :  he  was  ready  to  trust 
her,  ready  to  rely  upon  her,  ready  even  to  admire 
and  praise  her  in  that  frank,  affectionate  way  as  a 
brother  might.  Why  should  there  be  any  heavi- 
ness or  sense  of  disappointment  in  her  heart  ?  Mary 
said  to  herself  that  it  was  only  because  of  its  being 
Millicent,  who  was  not  worthy  of  him.  If  it  had 
been  almost  anybody  else, — if  it  had  been  half-a- 
dozen  girls  she  could  name  to  herself,  who  were 
good  girls,  and  would  have  made  him  happy — but 
Millicent  was  no  mate  for  Ben !  That  was  the  only 
reason  of  the  blank  sense  of  pain  and  vacancy  in 
her  heart.  For  herself,  she  was  more  than  content. 
And  thus  the  old  house  closed  its  protecting 
doors  upon  the  first  instalment  of  the  restored 
family ;  and  with  that  received  agitation,  disquiet, 
unrest,  into  the  bosom  of  the  stillness.  Ronton  had 
been  lying  high  and  dry,  like  a  stranded  vessel,  for 
all  those  years,  and  peace  had  dwelt  in  it ;  but  now 
that  the  tide  was  creeping  up,  and  life  stealing 
back,  the  natural  accompaniment  returned.  Sighs 
of  impatience,  disappointment,  pain, — eager  desires 
for  the  future,  which  came  so  slowly,  counting  the 
minutes, — a  sense,  overmastering  everything,  of  the 
hardness  and  strangeness  of  life.  Nobody  had 
thought  of  life  as  hard,  as  troublous,  or  full  of  fatal 
mistakes,  during  all  those  years  when  Mrs   Renton 
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had  driven  about  tlie  lanes,  and  taken  care  of  lier 
health.  The  blessed  bonds  of  routine  had  kept 
things  going,  and  nobody  was  either  glad  or  miser- 
able. But  as  soon  as  the  bigger  life  came  back 
with  chances  of  happiness  in  it,  then  the  balancing 
chances  of  pain  also  returned.  As  soon  as  it  be- 
comes possible  that  you  may  be  blessed,  it  also 
becomes  possible  that  you  may  fall  into  the  lowest 
depths  of  anguish.  This  was  the  strange  paradox 
which  Mary  Westbury  contemplated  as  she  heard  Ben 
Kenton's  unaccustomed  step  going  to  his  room  after 
midnight,  through  the  profound  stillness  of  the 
sleeping  house. 
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CHAPTER  IX. 

THE    NEXT    MORNING. 

Rising  full  of  anxious  thouglits  of  the  excitement 
which  must  have  taken  possession  of  Ben  from  the 
revelations  of  the  night,  Mary  was  much  taken 
ahack  to  meet  her  cousin,  in,  to  all  appearance,  an 
extremely  cheerful  state  of  mind,  next  morning.  He 
had  been  up  early,  and  had  taken  a  long  walk,  and 
renewed, — he  told  her, — his  acquaintance  with  the 
country.  '  If  one  had  it  in  one's  own  hands  one 
could  do  a  great  deal  more  with  it  than  has  been 
done  yet,'  he  said,  looking  more  like  the  portraits  of 
the  old  Hentons  than  Mary  liked  to  see. 

'I  am  sure  I  hope  nobody  will  ever  try  to 
improve  it  as  long  as  I  am  here,'  she  said,  with  a 
little  heat, — for  Ronton  as  a  parish,  and  Berks  as  a 
county,  were  to  Mary  the  perfection  of  the  earth. 

'  You  don't  like  stagnant  ponds,  I  hope,'  said 
Ben,  laughing  at  her  vehemence, — *  nor  cottages 
falling  to  pieces, — nor  fields  that  are  flooded  with 
every  heavy  rain.' 

'  But  I  like  the  broad  turf  on  the  roadsides,  and 
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the  old  hedges,  and  the  old  trees/  said  ^lary,  '  and 
everything  one  has  been  used  to  all  one's  life.  Ah, 
Ben,  whatever  you  do,  don't  spoil  Ronton  !  I  should 
break  my  heart ' 

*  Probably  I  shall  never  have  it  in  my  power  to 
spoil  Eenton,'  he  said,  with  a  short  sigh  of  impa- 
tience. *  I  wish  I  had  not  come  home  until  the  very 
day  fixed  for  this  reading  of  the  will.  It  is  hard 
work  hanging  about  here  and  kicking  one's  heels 
and  waiting.  My  father  was  very  hard  upon  us, 
Mary,    It  was  too  much  to  ask  from  any  set  of  men.' 

*  I  don't  think  it  has  done  you  much  harm,'  said 
Mar}^,  whose  natural  impulse  was  to  defend  the 
ancient  authorities,  however  much  she  might  sympa- 
thise with  the  sufferers  in  her  heart. 

*  Don't  you  ? '  said  Ben,  walking  away  from  the 
breakfast-table  to  the  window,  where  he  stood  draw- 
ing up  and  down  the  blind  with  preoccupied  looks. 
After  a  few  minutes  she,  too,  moved  and  went  up  to 
him.  Her  mind  was  full  of  anxiety  to  say  some- 
thing,— to  give  him  to  understand  that  she  could 
enter  into  his  feelings ;  but  it  was  so  dijB&cult  to 
enter  upon  such  a  subject  with  a  man,  and  especially 
with  such  a  man  as  Ben. 

'  Ben,  I  think  I  know, — a  little, — what  you  mean,' 
she  said,  faltering ;  *  and  I  can  see  how,  in  some 
things,  it  must  have  been  very  hard, — preventing 
you  from, — often, — doing  what  you  wished  ;  but 
now  that  is  over.     You  need  not  wait  now ' 
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He  turned  round  and  looked  at  her  with  some 
surprise  in  his  eyes.  '  You  don't  know  what  you 
are  saying,  Mary/  he  said.  '  I  am  like  most  men, 
very  glad  now  to  have  been  prevented  doing  things 
which  at  one  time  I  would  fain  have  done.  And 
you  are  right,  too, — I  am  my  own  master  now, — not 
because  the  will  is  to  be  read  this  day  week,  but 
because  I  have  found  a  trade  and  can  work  at  it ; 
— but  that  was  not  what  I  meant.' 

Mary  sat  down  patiently  and  raised  her  eyes 
to  him  that  he  might  tell  her  what  he  did  mean. 
She  was  in  the  way  of  listening  to  a  great  many 
explanations,  and  thought  them  natural.  Ben,  for 
his  part,  stood  and  looked  at  her  for  a  minute,  and 
then  turned  away  with  a  laugh. 

'  Poor  Mary  ! '  he  said.  ^  What  wearisome  talk 
you  must  have  listened  to  all  these  years, — going 
into  everything  !  You  must  have  a  special  faculty 
for  that  sort  of  thing,  you  w^omen ;  how  have  you 
managed  to  live  through  it  all  and  keep  your  youth 
and  your  bloom  ?  ' 

^  There  has  been  nothing  dreadful  to  live  through,' 
said  Mary ;  '  but  as  for  the  youth,  I  don't  pretend 
to  that  any  longer.  It  is  gone,  like  so  many  other 
pretty  things  ;  and  I  am  not  thinking  of  myself.' 

*Not  now,  nor  ever,'  said  her  cousin;  'but  I 
don't  feel  disposed  to  give  up  the  matter  as  you 
do.     I  don't  feel  very  aged ' 

'  But  you  are  a  man,'  said  Mary,  interrupting 


THE  NEXT  MORNING.  157 

him,  '  whicli  makes  all  the  difference  ;  and,  besides, 
this  sort  of  talk  is  quite  nonsense.  I  must  go  and  read 
the  paper  with  godmamma.  Have  you  done  with  it  ?' 
And  she  took  the  "  Times  "  from  the  table,  and  was 
about  to  leave  the  room. 

' I  have  not  done  with  it,'  said  Ben,  'I  have  not 
begun  it  even.  I  am  going  to  read  it  to  mj  mother, 
and  you  shall  come  and  listen,  if  you  like.  You 
have  done  our  duty  long  enough.  It  is  but  fair  I 
should  take  my  spell  now.' 

Mary  made  a  little  protestation,  but  Ben  was  not 
disposed  to  give  in.  He  was  ennvy^  for  one  thing, 
and  did  not  want  to  be  alone  and  give  himself  \i^  to 
troublesome  thoughts.  There  are  times  when  it  is 
better  to  do  even  the  most  humble  of  domestic  duties 
than  to  be  left  to  yourself.  Mary  thought,  as  she 
took  her  work  and  sat  down  near  the  window  of  her 
godmother's  room,  at  some  distance  from  the  reader 
and  listener,  that  affairs  were  wonderfully  changed 
indeed,  and  that  Ben's  dutifulness  was  beyond  all 
the  traditions  of  good  behaviour  she  had  ever  known. 
Mrs.  Renton  herself  was  a  little  overpowered  by  so 
sublime  an  act.  Ben  did  not  read  steadily  through 
as  Mary  did.  He  read  not  the  bits  of  news  which 
were  her  favourite  study,  but  leading  articles  and 
speeches,  which  were  not  in  her  way.  And  then  he 
would  pause  and  talk  in  the  middle  of  them,  often 
turning  his  chair  round  towards  Mary,  and  defraud- 
ing his  mother  both  of  the  paper  and  his  attention. 
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It  was  pleasant,  no  doubt,  to  have  a  man  in  the 
house,  and  still  more  pleasant  to  have  Ben  at  home ; 
but  the  great  and  unexpected  condescension  of  his 
morning  visit  to  read  the  papers  was  not  by  any 
means  so  great  a  pleasure  as  it  looked.  But  for  the 
name  of  the  thing  she  would  really  have  preferred 
Davison ;  and  Mary's  reading  was  infinitely  more 
satisfactory.  When  Ben  wound  up  by  saying,  as  it 
is  the  proper  formula  to  say,  that  there  was  nothing 
in  it,  Mrs.  Eenton  could  not  but  echo  the  words  with  a 
little  querulousness  in  her  tone.  He  threw  the  paper 
carelessly  on  to  the  bed,  and  the  poor  lady  drew  it 
towards  her,  and  made  a  feeble  search  after  her 
spectacles. 

*  Indeed  there  seems  very  little,'  she  said,  *  much 
less  than  on  most  days  ;  but  it  was  very  kind  of  you 
to  think  of  coming  and  reading  to  me,  Ben.' 

*I  mean  to  come  ever  morning,  mother,'  he 
replied, — at  which  Mrs.  Eenton  shivered, — 'and 
relieve  Mary  a  little.  By-the-bye,  I  want  to  know 
whether  you  will  mind  if  I  have  Hillyard  here.  I 
told  him  he  was  to  come  on  Saturday,  if  he  did  not 
hear  from  me  to  the  contrary.  He  is  not  quite  in 
your  way,  but  he  is  a  very  good  fellow.  I  thought 
you  would  not  mind  if  I  had  him  here.' 

'  My  dear  boy,  the  house  is  yours, — or  at  least  it 
will  soon  be  yours,'  said  Mrs.  Ronton.  '  It  is  very 
nice  of  you  to  consult  me,  and  you  know  I  am  not 
very  able  to  receive  strangers;    but  still  Mary  is 
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there  to  do  all  that  is  necessary,  and  of  course  you 
must  have  j^our  friends/ 

*  Mother,  I  should  like  you  to  understand  that  it 
is  not  at  all  of  course,'  said  Ben.  *  The  house  is  not 
mine, — I  am  not  calculating  that  it  will  ever  be 
mine.  I  want  Hillyard,  not  so  much  because  he  is 
my  friend,  as  because  he  is  with  me  in  business.  He 
is  my  right-hand  man ' 

'  It  was  Mr.  Hillyard  you  went  to  America  with 
at  first  ? '  said  Mary,  from  her  distant  seat. 

And  Ben,  relieved,  walked  across  the  room, 
finding  she  was  easier  to  talk  to  than  his  mother. 
'  Eh  P  Yes,  it  is  the  same  Hillyard,'  he  said,  with  a 
laugh  which  had  some  pleasure  in  it.  'I  was  his 
right-hand  man  then,  and  now  he  is  mine.  That  is 
all  the  difference  ;  but  we  have  always  hung  together 
all  the  same.' 

*  Then  you  have  done  better  than  he  has,'  said 
Mary,  looking  up  at  him  with  a  smile. 

And  Ben  came  and  stood  by  the  side  of  the  table 
she  was  working  at,  and  looked  down  upon  her  as  he 
spoke.  '  He's  a  very  good  fellow,'  he  said,  *  but  he 
does  not  stick  to  his  work.  There  are  some  people 
who  do  best  to  be  masters,  and  some  who  do  best  to 
be  subordinate.  And  when  he  is  not  master,  poor 
fellow,  he  is  worth  a  dozen  ordinary  men.' 

*  When  some  one  else  is  master  ? '  said  Mary, 
with  natural  female  gratification. 

'  ]S'o  compliments,'  said  Ben.     '  A  man  needs  to 
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be  as  hard  as  iron,  and  as  bold  as  brass ; — though 
why  brass  should  be  the  emblem  of  unpleasant  bold- 
ness, by  the  way,  I  don't  know/ 

When  there  had  been  as  much  of  it  as  this,  Mrs. 
Renton  began  to  stir  uneasily.  '  I  cannot  hear  what 
you  two  are  saying,'  she  said.  '  You  have  light 
enough  for  your  work  generally  at  this  window, 
Mary.  Why  should  you  go  away  so  far  to-day  ? 
And,  Ben,  I  can  see  there  are  two  or  three  things 
here  you  did  not  read  to  me.  There  is  a  dreadful 
burglary  somewhere,  in  a  country-house  like  this. 
It  is  dreadful  to  think  we  might  be  killed  in  our 
beds  any  nights, — and  gives  it  such  an  interest ; — 
and  there  is  a  great  deal  out  of  "  Galignani "  in  the 
French  article.  *'  Galignani "  is  always  amusing. 
But  Mary  will  read  it  to  me  when  you  go  out.' 

*  I  was  not  thinking  of  going  out, — at  present, 
mother.  When  is  Laurie  coming  ?  He  ought  to 
be  here,'  said  Ben.  ^  I  don't  understand  how  a  man 
can  choose  to  shut  himself  up  in  London  at  this  time 
of  the  year.' 

*  But  he  is  working  at  something,'  said  Mary. 

*  He  is  always  working  at  something,  and  I  don't 
know  what  it  is  ever  to  come  to.  Laurie  ought  to 
be  the  eldest  son, — if  there  is  to  be  an  eldest  son 
among  us,'  said  Ben.  ^  I  think  that  would  be  the 
best  solution.  He  could  muse  about  his  fields,  and 
paint  the  trees,  and  make  a  very  good  countrj^ 
gentleman, — don't  you  think  so,  Mary  ? — and  marry 
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and  make  everybody  comfortable  ; — tbat  is  how  it 
ought  to  be/ 

^  Ben/  said  his  mother,  solemnly,  '  I  hope  you 
have  not  been  led  astray  into  Hadical  principles 
since  you  have  been  away.  How  could  Laurie  be 
the  eldest  son  ?  Your  poor  dear  papa  did  ev€  xything 
for  the  best.  He  thought  it  was  good  for  you  to 
wait,  and  no  doubt  it  must  have  been  good  for  you. 
But  to  speak  as  if  he  did  not  care  for  your  rights  ! 
Why,  you  were  called  Benedict  because  you  were 
the  eldest  son.  I  said  to  Mr.  Eenton,  ^'  I  hate  the 
name, — it  is  the  ugliest  name  I  know."  But  he 
always  said,  ^'  My  dear,  we  can't  help  ourselves  ;  the 
Rentons  have  been  Laurence  and  Benedict  for  hun- 
dreds of  years, — and  Laurence  and  Benedict  they 
must  continue  to  be  ;  but  you  can  call  him  Ben,  you 
know, — or  Dick,  for  that  matter."  I  had  a  good  cry 
over  it,'  Mrs.  E-enton  said,  dropping  back  fatigued 
upon  her  pillows  ;  '  for,  if  there  is  anything  I  hate, 
it  is  those  short  names  like  Ben  and  Dick ;  but  he 
had  his  way.  And  now  to  think  you  should  talk 
as  if  it  had  been  all  in  vain  ! ' 

"  Miss  Mary,'  said  Davison  with  decision,  '  my 
missis  has  talked  a  deal  more  than  she  ought,  and  I 
don't  hold  with  excitement.  If  you  and  Mr.  Ben 
was  to  go  out  for  a  walk  now, — or  something  as 
would  take  him  off  his  poor  dear  mamma,'  said  the 
careful  nurse,  lowering  her  voice.  Ben  was  too 
much  for  his  mother.  After  seven  yeai's  of  soft, 
VOL.  in.  M 
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feminine  glidings  about  her  room,  softened  voices, 
perpetual  consideration  of  her  ailments,  this  *  man 
in  the  house,'  thought  pleasant  at  first,  was  too  much 
for  her  powers.  '  And  I  don't  know  how  we'll  ever 
do  when  they're  all  here,'  the  faithful  Davison  mur- 
mured to  herself,  as  she  sprinkled  eau-de-Cologne 
about  the  pillows,  and  mixed  some  port  with  the 
arrowroot.  And  Ben  was  banished  forthwith  from 
the  room.  '  He  is  very  nice  at  dinner,  my  dear,' 
Mrs.  Eenton  herself  said,  *  but  men  never  under- 
stand. And  they  should  always  have  something  to 
do,  Mary.  They  are  never  happy  without  something 
to  do.' 

'  But  poor  Ben,  this  is  his  first  day  at  home !' 
said  Mary,  when  she  had  read  all  about  the  bur- 
glary, and  calmed  the  patient  down. 

^  But,  my  dear,  they  are  always  wretched  them- 
selves,' said  Mrs.  Eenton,  *  when  they  are  quite 
unoccupied.     You  must  find  him  something  to  do.' 

Thus  it  will  be  seen  that  Mary's  labours  were 
not  much  lightened  by  the  arrival  of  the  eldest  son. 
When  she  went  down-stairs  after  her  newspaper - 
reading,  she  found  him  in  the  library  yawning 
somewhat  over  a  book.  '  Come  and  talk,'  he  said, 
setting  a  chair  for  her ;  and  then  laughed  a  little 
over  his  unsuitableness  in  the  hushed  and  soft-toned 
house. 

'  It   is   because   you   have  been  so  long  away,' 
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said  Mary.  '  You  liave  gone  off  on  one  current,  and 
we  on  another.  I  suppose  it  is  always  so  when 
people  are  long  parted.     Is  it  not  sad  ? ' 

'  I  don't  think  that  it  ought  to  be  so,'  said  Ben. 

'  And  Laurie  has  his  current,  too, — quite  dif- 
ferent. I  should  like  to  find  out  about  Laurie.  It 
is  he  I  know  least  about,'  said  Mar}',  with  a  little 
sigh. 

And  then  Ben  smiled.  '  I  should  Like  to  hear,' 
he  said,  '  what  you  know  about  me  ?' 

What  did  she  know  about  him  ?  Toothing, — and 
yet  everything,  Mary  thought. 

'  Sometimes  one  divines/  she  said. 

'  And  sometimes  one  divines  all  wrong,'  said 
Ben. 

Then  there  followed  a  pause.  It  was  a  very  ex- 
citing game  of  fence  so  far  as  she  was  concerned. 
But  she  felt  instinctively  it  was  not  safe  to  keep 
it  up. 

'  Godmamma  will  not  come  doAvn  to  luncheon,' 
she  said,  '  but  in  the  evening  I  hope  she  will  be  all 
right  again.  And  when  Alice  is  here  and  the  chil- 
dren they  will  be  a  great  help.  Alice  is  not  clever, 
you  know,  but  she  harmonises  things  somehow.  I 
wonder  if  it  is  because  she  is  musical.' 

'  You  harmonise  things,  too,  and  you  are  not 
particularly  musical,'  said  Ben. 

'  Oh,  me ! '   Mary  turned  away,   not   caring  to 
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discuss  tliat  subject.  He  was  always  so  nice  to  her, 
— so  frank  and  affectionate.  *  If  lie  were  to  marry 
E-uth  Escott  now,  or  Helen  Cookesley,  how  nice  it 
would  be  to  be  a  sister  to  her ! '  Mary  thought ! 
but  Millicent !  Could  he  be  thinking  of  Millicent 
now  ?  He  had  got  up  from  his  chair,  and  was  look- 
ing out  with  a  certain  wistfulness — or  at  least  what 
would  have  been  wistfulness  in  a  woman,  who  has 
always  to  wait  for  any  one  she  particularly  wishes  to 
see.  A  man  can  go  forth  and  seek,  and  has  no  call 
to  be  wistful ;  but  then  it  was  only  according  to 
feminine  rules  that  Mary,  so  long  unaccustomed  to 
anything  else,  could  form  her  thoughts. 

^  I  have  ordered  up  a  boat  from  Cookesley,'  he 
said ;   '  and  remember,   I  mean  to  row  you  to  the 

Swan's  Nest  this  afternoon.     It  is  clearing  up ' 

for  it  had  become  cloudy,  and  rain  had  fallen  during 
that  period  of  newspaper-reading  in  Mrs.  Renton's 
room.  And  then  Ben  went  out  abruptly  and  left 
her.  He  stood  upon  no  sort  of  ceremony,  as  if  she 
were  anything  but  his  natural  sister,  but  went  away 
without  any  explanation.  Going  to  the  Swan's 
Nest  it  would  be  necessary  to  pass  The  Willows  ; 
and  at  this  moment  he  was  taking  the  path  to  the 
river.  Could  he  be  going  the  very  first  morning  to 
lay  himself  again  at  the  syren's  feet  ?  Could  it  be 
the  mere  pleasure  of  passing  her  house,  being  in  the 
neighbourhood,  that  moved  him  ?  Mary,  without 
pausing  to  think,   flew   up-stairs, — up  beyond   the 
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servants'  floor  to  a  little  turret-room  which  com- 
manded a  view  of  the  river.  And  when  she  had 
waited  long  enough  to  recover  her  breath,  there, 
sure  enough,  was  a  boat  shooting  out  from  the  green 
bank  at  Renton  with  one  figure  in  it,  which  must 
be  Ben.  And  the  course  he  took  was  up  t\e  river. 
She  covered  her  face  for  a  moment  when  she  saw  it, 
and  a  hot,  sudden  tear  brimmed  just  over,  wetting 
her  eyelashes.  'No  more.  "Was  it  her  business  that 
she  should  weep  over  Ben's  folly?  ISo  man  can 
redeem  his  brother,  much  less  any  woman,  alas  I 
However  dreadful  it  might  be,  the  man  must  go  his 
own  way. 

Mrs.  Renton  rallied  sufficiently  that  afternoon  to 
go  for  her  drive,  and  Mary's  services  were  wanted 
accordingly.  But  when  she  had  got  through  that  duty, 
there  was  still  time  for  the  Swan's  Nest,  to  which 
she  had  been  looking  forward  with  an  excitement 
which  was  almost  feverish.  Ben  was  waiting  for 
them  at  the  door.  He  took  his  mother  up  to  her 
room,  subduing  his  big  pace  as  best  he  coidd  to 
quietness,  and  put  her  into  Davison's  hands  for  her 
rest  before  dinner.  It  was  an  arrangement  very 
grateful  to  all  parties.  While  Mrs.  Renton  was 
taking  her  favourite  refreshment  and  being  com- 
fortably tucked  up  on  her  sofa,  the  young  people 
were  making  their  way  down  to  the  bank  with 
something  of  the  gaiety  of  former  days.  *  I  once 
beat  you,  Ben,   rimning   down,'   Mary   said,   for  a 
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moment  forgetting  The  Willows  and  all  that  was 
involved  in  it.     *  I  defy  you  to  beat  me  now/  her 
cousin  said,  and  Mary's  heart  for  one  moment  felt 
so  light  that  she  made  a  woman's  wild  dash  down 
one  wind  of  the  path,  and  stopped  short  breathless, 
catching  at  the  great  beech  to  support  her.     But 
between  the  branches  of  the  beech  Mary  saw  a  sight 
which  quickly  sobered  her.     Could  it  be  by  previous 
arrangement,  or  was  it  by  chance  ?     A  boat  lay  at 
the  little  steps  before  The  Willows,  and  some  one, — 
there  could  be  no  difficulty  in  guessing  whom, — was 
getting  into  it.     Mary's  heart  sank  away  down  to 
the  lowest  depths, — a  sudden  sickness  of  the  light, 
and  the  brightness,  and  the  river,  and  the  day,  came 
over  her.     She  turned  even  from  Ben,  feeling  sick 
of  him  too.     A  certain  contempt  of  him  rose  up  in 
her  tender  soul.    Yes  ;  there  are  many  pangs  in  the 
sensation  with  which  a  woman  recognises  that  an- 
other less  worthy  is  preferred  to  herself;  but  not 
the  least  penetrating  is  that  instinctive,  involuntary 
contempt.     He  had  gone  and  arranged  with  Milli- 
cent  no  doubt,  and  then  he  thought  to  please  all 
parties  by  taking  her,  Mary,  to  meet  the  woman  he 
loved.  Ben,  for  his  part,  with  the  stupidity  of  a  male 
creature,  saw  that  some  shadow  had  come  over  her, 
and  thought  she  had  struck  her  foot  in  her  rapid  de- 
scent against  the  roots  of  the  beech.    '  Ah,  you  should 
not  have  gone  in  for  it,'  he  said  in  triumph,  but  sym- 
pathy ; — '  take  my  arm.    I  hope  you  have  not  twisted 
your  foot.'    I  twisted  her  foot ! — when  it  was  he  who 
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■wrung  her  heart !  But  to  be  sure,  Mary  did  not  wish 
him  to  divine  what  was  her  real  ailment ;  and  it  was 
so  like  a  man !  But  the  laughter  and  the  fun  were 
over.  The  two  descended  soberly  to  the  river-side 
and  got  into  the  boat.  And  Mary  gathered  the 
cords  of  the  little  rudder  into  her  hands,  and  Ben 
took  up  the  sculls.  They  were  face  to  face,  and  it 
was  difficult  for  one  to  hide  from  the  other  what 
emotions  might  rise  or  what  change  come  over  them. 
*  I  am  afraid  you  have  hurt  your  foot  badly, — you 
look  quite  pale,'  Ben  said,  bending  forward  to  her 
with  absolute  anxiety.  '  Oh,  no,  I  am  all  right/ 
Mary  replied,  saying  in  her  heart,  What  fools  men 
are!  How  stupid  they  must  be!  —  a  threadbare 
sentiment  which  does  not  bear  expression.  And 
then  she  cried,  '  Bern  ember  I  am  strong,'  with  a 
certain  gleam  of  wicked  glee.  She  could  run  him 
into  the  weeds  if  he  showed  too  much  interest  in 
that  other  boat.  She  could  keep  him  out  of  speak- 
ing distance  to  baulk  Millicent's  wiles,  or  she  could 
run  into  them  to  give  her  a  fright.  Mary  began  to 
feel  herself  when  she  pulled  that  cord  which  put 
some  power  into  her  hands,  and  saw  the  little  skiff 
turn  and  dart  about  at  her  will  from  one  side  to 
another.  '  Take  care  what  you  are  doing,'  cried 
Ben  in  dismay,  thinking  his  coxswain  had  lost  her 
wits  ;  but  she  was  only  getting  possession  of  them, 
and  beginning  to  remember  that  there  was  no  need 
to  be  passive,  and  that  she,  too_,  had  arms  in  her 
hands. 
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And  for  a  little  they  sliot  silently,  vigorously, 
each,  attending  to  his  work,  up  the  shining  river. 
Mary  could  not  speak,  and  Ben  did  not,  being 
moved  by  a  thousand  associations.  The  first  break 
in  the  silence  was  made  by  voices  not  their  own, 
coming  from  the  boat  which  Mary  kept  her  eye  on 
with  the  fixedness  of  enmity.  Distant  sounds  of 
conversation  and  laughter  came  first,  at  which  Ben 
pricked  up  his  ears.  *  Don't  run  into  any  one,' 
he  said.  '  I  hear  voices ;  — there  is  somebody 
coming,  and  I  hope  you  are  keeping  a  look-out 
ahead ' 

'  You  need  not  fear  for  me, — I  see  them,'  said 
Mary,  with  emphasis,  and  he  made  no  sign  as  if  he 
knew  what  she  meant,  but  kept  on  rowing  so 
quietly  that  he  either  did  not  know  who  was 
coming,  or  thought  she  was  a  most  accomplished 
hypocrite.  On  the  contrary,  he  too  began  to  talk 
softly  like  a  man  absorbed  in  thoughts  and  pre- 
occupations of  his  own. 

'  The  last  time  you  and  I  were  here  together 
was  one  of  my  last  days  in  England,'  he  said ; — 
*  do  you  remember  ?  I  was  full  of  my  own  aflPairs, 
and  indifferent  to  everything ;  and,  good  life,  what 
a  fool  I  was ! '  he  added  to  himself, — and  then 
paused  and  sighed.  Mary,  for  her  part,  saw  all, 
noted  all,  and  in  her  rashness  felt  anxious  to  test  his 
meaning. 

'  You  made  me  very  curious,'  she  said ;  '  I  was 
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80   anxious   to  know   what   you  meant '     And 

there  was  no  telling  how  much  further  she  might 
have  gone  had  not  the  other  boat  suddenly  glanced 
alongside,  and  some  one  called  her  by  her  name. 
Some  one !  Millicent,  looking  more  lovely  than 
she  had  ever  seen  her,  she  thought,  with  a  scarlet 
cloak  lightly  thrown  over  her  black  di^ess,  l}'ing 
back  upon  the  cushions,  holding  gingerly  in  her 
hands  the  steering  cords. 

*  Mary  !  '  Millicent  called,  softly, — '  is  it  you  ? 
Oh,  I  am  sure  one  of  your  cousins  must  have  come 
home !  Stop  and  tell  me  !  What  a  happy  thing 
for  Mrs.  Ronton !  And  are  not  you  all  in  the 
seventh  heaven  ? ' 

The  picture  was  one  which  neither  of  the 
cousins  ever  forgot.  She  was  in  the  full  bloom  of 
her  beauty,  increased  rather  than  diminished,  by 
the  severity  of  her  mourning  dress.  The  river 
sparkled  like  a  mirror  all  round  the  gay  little 
painted  boat  in  which  she  reclined.  An  unusual 
flush  of  colour  was  on  her  cheek,  and  the  young 
Guardsman  who  was  rowing  her  gazed  with  eyes  of 
worship  on  the  lovely  creature.  'No  doubt  she  was 
excited.  It  seemed  to  Mary  that  even  the  boy  who 
was  with  her  was  part  of  a  plan,  the  )?iise  en  scene 
which  she  had  perfected  for  Ben's  sake ;  and  that 
her  cheek  was  flushed  with  the  excitement  of  the 
meeting  and  with  her  unusual  anxiety  that  success 
might  follow.     For  the  first  time  for  seven  years 
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Ben  and  slie  looked  eacli  other  in  the  face.  The 
Guardsman  had  run  the  other  boat  so  close  that 
she  was  almost  as  near  to  him  as  Mary  was,  con- 
fronting him,  in  a  position  in  which  she  could 
watch  his  face  and  all  its  changes.  When  he 
looked  up  her  eye  was  upon  him.  It  was  the  most 
curious  meeting  for  those  two,  who  had  parted  so 
differently.  Was  it  possible  she  had  forgotten  how 
they  parted  ?  She  looked  at  him  with  an  unabashed, 
smiling,  gracious  countenance,  while  Ben,  with 
some  agitation,  took  off  his  hat. 

'  Is  it  Mr.  Ben  Renton?'  Millicent  said,  softly. 
And  Mary,  looking  on,  saw  the  colour  flash  all 
over  Ben's  face  at  the  sound  of  her  voice.  Then, 
in  her  heart,  his  cousin  acquitted  him  of  having 
arranged  this  interruption.  On  the  contrary,  he 
was  so  moved  by  it  that  he  did  not  seem  capable  of 
finding  his  voice. 

'  Mr.  Renton,  Mrs.  Henry  Rich,'  Mary  said, 
mechanically,  attempting  an  introduction,  though 
she  knew  how  unnecessary  that  was. 

*  Ah,  we  have  met  before ! '  said  Millicent. 
*Did  I  not  tell  you,  Mary?  We  used  to  know 
each  other,  though  your  cousin  seems  to  have 
forgotten  me ;  but,  to  be  sure,  I  had  then  a  different 
name.' 

'  No,  I  have  not  forgotten,'  said  Ben ;  *  that 
would  be  difficult  under  any  name.' 

And  then  there  was   a  dead  pause.     Millicent 
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put  her  arm  over  the  edge  of  the  boat  and  dipped 
her  pretty  hand  into  the  water.  She  had  a 
certain  air  of  embarrassment,  either  real  or  as- 
sumed ;  and  Ben  looked  at  her  with  a  curious 
openness  and  fixedness  of  gaze.  *  You  have  just 
come?'  she  said  at  last,  not  raising  her  eyes. 

*  Just  come,'  said  Ben  ;  '  and  only  for  a  few  days.' 
Then  Millicent's  eyes  rose,  and  turned  to  him 

curiously;  and  Mary,  too,  bewildered,  gave  him  a 
frightened,  anxious  look.  There  was  a  whole  drama 
in  their  glances,  and  yet  the  words  were  very  con- 
strained and  very  few  which  passed  between  them. 
'  So  soon  ? '  Mniicent  said,  with  a  surprised,  half- 
sorrowful  tone. 

*  So  soon  ! '  he  repeated,  with  a  kind  of  decision, 
always  looking  at  her,  till  Mary,  hard-hearted  as 
she  thought  herself,  felt  that  he  was  xmcivil,  and 
was  moved  to  interfere ;  but  Millicent  bore  it 
bravely  enough.  Her  colour  grew  higher,  her 
composure  was  a  Little  shaken,  but  yet  she  did  not 
betray  any  symptoms  of  mortification  or  fear. 

'  My  mother  would  be  glad  to  see  you  before 
you  go,'  she  said,  faltering  slightly.  '  We  cannot 
forget  our  obligations  to  you, — though  perhaps  you 
have  forgotten;'  and  then  she  tried  another  half- 
supplicating,  anxious  look. 

'  I  have  forgotten  nothiug,'  said  Ben.  '  We 
Rentons  have  extraordinary  memories.  I  will  call 
on  Mrs.  Tracy  if  I  can  before  we  go.' 
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'  Then  I  will  not  detain  you  longer/  Millicent 
said,  with  a  look  of  relief.  ^  What  a  pleasure  it 
must  be  to  you,  Mary,  to  have  your  cousin  to  row 
you  about!  I  am  quite  grateful  to  Mr.  Horsman, 
who  is  so  good  as  to  bring  me  out.  How  delicious 
the  river  is,  to  be  sure !  Mr.  Ronton,  it  was  you 
who  used  to  tell  me  of  it — first.' 

*  Then  I  am  glad  to  have  added  something  to 
your  pleasures,'  said  Ben.  He  had  adjusted  his 
sculls,  and  did  not  manifest  the  least  inclination 
to  stay  longer.  On  the  contrary,  Mary  felt  that  he 
was  anxious  to  go  on,  to  get  clear  of  this  interruption. 
And  not  less  anxious  was  the  young  Guardsman, — 
almost  a  boy, — who  had  taken  his  hat  ofi"  sulkily, 
and  waited  his  orders  with  eagerness.  Millicent 
was  the  only  one  of  the  four  who  had  any  desire 
to  linger.  She  gave  Ben  another  long,  searching 
look,  to  which  he  made  no  response,  being  busy, 
or  appearing  to  be  busy,  with  his  sculls  ;  and  then 
she  gave  a  little  nod  to  her  waterman. 

*  I  dare  say  we  shall  meet  again,'  she  said, 
gaily,  *  unless  you  are  going  a  very  long  way ; — au 
revoirJ 

*  Gfood-bye,'  said  Mary.  And  in  another  moment, 
with  one  pull  of  the  steerage  and  one  sweep  of  the 
oars,  the  Ronton  boat  had  shot  wide  of  the  other, 
darting  off  to  one  side  with  a  nervous  motion,  for 
which  Mary  alone  was  responsible.  Ben  made  no 
remark,  which  was  symptom  enough  of  his  agita- 
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tion  too.  Had  lie  been  as  calm  as  he  affected  to 
be,  Maiy  knew  well  tbat  her  illegitimate  energy 
would  not  have  passed  without  remark.  And  they 
went  up  the  river  for  some  time  at  a  tremendous 
pace,  devoting  themselves  to  their  .work  with  the 
energy  of  professional  people.  Mary  steered  beau- 
tifully all  the  way  to  the  Swan's  Nest.  She  steered 
as  if  her  life  depended  on  it,  keeping  the  'xue  course 
in  every  turn,  avoiding,  as  she  ought,  the  side 
where  the  current  was  strongest,  which  a  steers- 
woman  seldom  remembers  to  do,  and  in  every  way 
justifying  the  old  training  which  had  been  disused 
so  long.  And  scarcely  a  word  was  spoken  between 
them  until  they  reached  the  end  of  their  expedition. 
It  was  a  sheltered  little  elbow  of  the  river,  a  very 
bed  of  water-lilies  in  the  season.  And  the  green 
leaves  still  spread  all  round  like  a  thick  carpet  upon 
the  water.  Then  Ben  took  breath  for  the  first  time. 
He  lay  upon  his  oars  and  wiped  his  forehead,  and 
drew  a  long  breath.  *  That  was  hard  work,'  he 
said,  with  a  sigh.  But  which  it  was  that  was  hard 
work, — whether  the  encounter  with  MilKcent,  or 
their  long,  breathless  sweep  against  the  current, 
Mary  could  not  tell. 
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CHAPTER  X. 


AUNT  LYDIA. 


'  Let  us  run  to  the  Cottage  for  five  minutes,  and 
see  mamma/  said  Mary,  as  they  made  their  way 
back.  'Fancy,  Ben,  she  does  not  know  you  have 
come  home  !* 

'  Shall  we  have  time  ? '  Ben  asked,  making  for 
the  bank  as  he  spoke.  The  path  that  led  to  the 
Cottage  struck  off  from  the  river-side  above  The 
Willows.  And  it  was  always  gaining  time  to  make 
this  little  diversion.  He  had  been  so  silent,  saying 
nothing,— and  a  sense  of  disappointment  had  crept 
over  Mary  after  the  intense  sympathy  with  which 
she  felt  she  had  been  entering  into  all  his  thoughts. 

But  when  he  thrust  the  boat  into  the  flowery 
bank,  and  helped  her  to  jump  out,  Ben  replied 
to  her,  though  she  had  said  nothing.  '  You  are 
quite  right,'  he  said.  *  It  is  best  in  every  way  not 
to  meet  them  again.' 

*  Ben  !     I  did  not  say  a  word ' 

*  No,'  he  answered,  '  you  did  not,  and  it  was 
very,  very  kind  of  you,  Mary.     I  am  more  obliged 
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to  you  than  I  can  say.  There  are  some  things 
which  it  is  impossible  to  talk  about.  I  thank  you 
with  all  my  heart.' 

What  did  this  mean  ?  Mary  was  accustomed  to 
a  great  deal  of  talk  about  everything, — more  talk 
than  meaning,  indeed.  And  she  was  a  little  bewil- 
dered by  this  absence  of  all  explanation.  She  would 
have  been  comforted  had  he  opened  up  a  little 
and  told  her  how  it  all  was.  But  she  submitted,  of 
course,  concluding  it  was  his  mannish,  unsatisfactory 
way.  And  as  they  went  hurriedly  up  the  lane, 
in  the  kindness  of  her  heart  she  slid  her  hand 
through  Ben's  arm.  It  was  the  softest,  kindly 
touch,  such  as  his  sister's  hand  might  have  given. 
Was  not  she  his  sister,  nearer  to  him  than  any  one 
else,  and,  little  as  she  did  understand,  yet  knowing 
more  of  what  was  in  his  heart, — she  thought, — than 
any  other  creature  in  the  world  ? 

And  Ben  was  not  indifferent  to  that  mute  token 
of  sympathy.  He  drew  the  timid  hand  closely 
through  his  arm.  '  My  good  little  Mary  ! '  he  said ; 
but  even  then  he  said  no  more.  No  explanation 
came,  whatever  she  might  do  or  say,  which  was  hard, 
but  had  to  be  borne. 

And  this  is  how  it  was  that  Mrs.  Westbury,  to 
her  very  great  amazement,  saw  her  daughter  and 
Ben  Renton  approaching  the  Cottage  arm-in-arm, — 
'like  an  engaged  couple,'  she  said  afterwards, — 
which  gave  her  a  curious  thrill  of  admiration  and 
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satisfaction  at  the  first  glance.  When  her  nephew 
came  up  to  her,  however,  nature  prevailed,  and  the 
recollection  of  her  own  agency,  which  nobody  but 
herself  believed  in,  in  sending  all  the  boys  away. 

*  Ben  !  '  she  cried,  and  then  kissed  him,  and 
held  both  his  hands,  and  shed  some  tears  of  surprise 
and  joy,  *  I  am  so  glad  to  see  you !  I  cannot 
tell  how  glad  I  am  to  see  you !  Have  you  all  come 
home  ? ' 

*  Only  I,'  said  Ben ;  '  but  the  others  are  coming, 
and  Mary  and  I  have  come  to  fetch  -  you.  Aunt 
Lydia,  to  dine  with  my  mother.  She  does  not 
understand  my  noise  and  uncouthness,  after  the  long 
spell  of  quiet  she  has  had.  After  dinner  Mary  and 
I  will  bring  you  back.' 

*  Mary  and  you  seem  to  be — full  of  business,' 
said  Mrs.  Westbury,  more  and  more  astonished. 
She  had  intended  to  end  her  sentence  differently, 
but  had  met  Mary's  eye,  and  paused,  not  quite 
knowing  what  to  make  of  it.  But  she  went  up- 
stairs for  her  best  cap,  calling  her  daughter  with 
her.  ^  What  is  the  meaning  of  all  this,  Mary  ?'  she 
said.  '  What  does  Ben  mean  by  it  ?  For  my  part, 
I  cannot  tell  what  to  think.' 

'  About  what,  mamma  ?'  said  Mary ;  but  there 
was  a  little  flutter  in  her  heart  which  belied  her 
composure.  '  Ben  has  come  home,  as  you  see,  and 
he  came  to  see  you,  as  he  ought  to  do,  and  he  wants 
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you  to  go  to  dinner.     I  think  it  is  all  very  visible 
what  he  means.' 

*  It  does  not  seem  to  me  at  all  plain,'  said  Mrs. 
'Westbiiry  ;  but  then  she  put  her  hand  into  her 
-wardrobe  to  get  out  her  cap,  and  decided  that  it 
was  best  not  to  spoil  sport  by  any  premature 
remarks.  It  was  startling  to  see  Mary  leaning  so 
confidentially  on  her  cousin's  arm.  And  Jjen's  talk 
of  *Mary  and  I '  was  very  peculiar ;  and  if  the  will 
was  all  right,  such  an  arrangement  would  be  a  most 
sensible,  most  admirable  one.  But  if  things  were 
going  on  so  well  of  their  own  accord,  it  might 
be  best  to  let  them  alone,  and  suffer  the  affair  to 
take  its  own  course.  "When  she  found  herself 
walking  down  to  the  river  a  quarter  of  an  hour 
afterwards,  with  a  maid  behind  carrying  her  cap, 
and  Ben  and  Mary  on  each  side  of  her,  Mrs.  West- 
bury  freely  expressed  her  surprise  at  the  whole 
business.  *  I  was  just  going  to  have  tea,'  she  cried. 
'  One  can't  dine  late  when  one  is  alone,  and 
Laurence  has  gone  over  to  Cookesley  to  see  some  of 
his  friends.  I  never  thought  of  seeing  any  of  you, 
nor  of  Ben  at  all,  though  I  knew  he  was  expected. 
And  now  to  find  myself  on  my  way  to  Eenton  I 
Laurence  will  be  struck  dumb  when  he  comes 
home.' 

*  So  Laurence  is  a  parson  now,'  said  Ben.    '  How 
droll  it  will  be  to  see  him  so  !   but  pleasant  for  you. 

VOL.  I.I.  N 
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You  can  keep  hold  of  a  parson  and  keep  him  at 
home.' 

*Yes.  I  expect  you  to  give  him  Ronton,  you 
know,  Ben,  when  old  Mr.  Palliser  dies.' 

'  Well,  I  suppose  one  of  us  is  sure  to  have  Renton 
to  give,'  said  Ben ;  *  so  that  Laurence  will  be  safe 
anyhow.  But  I  have  no  confidence  that  it  will  be 
me.' 

'It  must  be  you,'  said  Mrs.  "Westbury,  indig- 
nantly. And  then  there  came  a  pause,  and  she  was 
helped  into  the  boat.  '  Who  are  those  new  people  at 
The  Willows  ?'  she  said,  as  she  settled  herself. 
*  That  is  their  boat ;  they  are  always  on  the  water. 
They  say  she  is  a  young  widow  ;  but  I  don't  think 
that  is  much  like  a  widow.  Somebody  told  me  you 
knew  them,  Mary.     Was  it  yourself?' 

*  She  was  at  Thorny  croft  at  school  for  a  little,' 
said  Mary,  giving  her  mother  a  look.  The  look  put 
a  stop  to  the  conversation ;  but  it  had  to  be 
explained  afterwards,  which  was  done  somewhat  at 
the  expense  of  truth.  The  Willows'  boat  had  been 
drawn  close  to  the  bank  before  they  passed,  and 
Mary  was  less  particular  in  steering  wide  of  it. 
Millicent  stood  on  the  lawn,  having  just  landed, 
with  her  scarlet  cloak  dropping  off  her  shoulders, 
and  waved  her  hand  to  them.  '  Good-night !  How 
pleasant  it  has  been  !  '  she  cried,  her  voice  falling 
softly  through  the  summer  air,  still  full  of  the 
slanting    sunshine.       '  Good  -  night !  '    Mary   cried 
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across  the  water.  Ben  never  said  a  word ;  lie  did 
not  even  pause  in  the  slow,  vigorous,  regular  stroke 
which  made  the  boat  fly  down  the  shining  current. 
They  were  yards  below  The  Willows  before  Milli- 
cent  had  finished  speaking  her  two  or  three  words. 
Was  he  afraid  ? — was  he  indifi'erent  ?  And  while 
Mary's  mind  was  busy  about  this  question,  Aunt 
Lydia  was  forming  her  little  theories  of  a  '/ery  dif- 
ferent kind.  When  a  yoimg  man  passes  by  a  very 
pretty  woman  without  so  much  as  raising  his  head, 
it  means, — what  does  it  mean  ? — that  some  one  else 
has  secured  his  attention,  and  taken  up  all  his 
thoughts.  Mrs.  Westbury  felt  as  if  Providence 
itself  was  heaping  coals  of  fire  on  her  head.  She  it 
was  who  had  brought  about  the  banishment  of  the 
boys,  and  yet  no  sooner  had  the  first  of  them  come 
home  than  he  set  about  fulfilling  her  dearest  wish. 
But  no  doubt  it  was  for  Mary's  sake.  Mary,  who 
had  never  harmed  any  one,  who  had  helped  and 
served  everybody  from  her  cradle.  How  bright  she 
had  become  all  at  once  I — how  she  had  learned  to 
chatter  like  the  rest !  It  seemed  curious  to  Mrs. 
Westbury  that  an  important  event  should  be 
coming  about  in  her  child's  life  in  which  she  her- 
self had  not  been  the  chief  actor, — especially  that 
Mary  should  have  had  the  sense  to  acquire  for  her- 
self an  eligible  lover  without  any  assistance.  Ben 
did  not  look  very  much  like  a  lover  it  is  true,  but 
Aunt  Lydia  was  aware  that  a  man  in  such  a  posi- 
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tion  is  not  always  possessed  with  an  insane  delight, 
but  often  lias  a  great  deal  to  tliink  of.  She,  too, 
was  silent  with  the  stress  of  her  own  thoughts. 
It  was  Mary  who  entertained  them, — talking  as  she 
had  never  been  heard  to  talk  before, — full  of  wild 
spirits  and  fun.  Her  mother,  who  knew  nothing  of 
the  story,  did  not  perceive  that  Mary's  gaiety  came 
on  suddenly  after  they  passed  The  Willows,  nor 
that  her  eyes  had  the  humid  and  dilated  look  which 
signifies  emotion.  One  finds  things  out  so  much 
more  readily  when  one  has  an  inkling  of  the  fin 
mot  of  the  enigma.  Mrs.  "Westbury  did  not  even 
know  there  was  an  enigma  to  solve,  and  set  down 
her  daughter's  high  spirits  to  what  seemed  to  her 
the  most  natural  and  the  most  likelj^  cause. 

'  I  congratulate  you,  my  dear,  upon  having  Ben 
back  again,'  she  said  to  Mrs.  Eenton  as  she  kissed 
her.  They  were  not  very  fond  of  each  other,  the 
two  ladies  ;  but  yet,  by  dint  of  connexion  and  con- 
tiguity, had  come  to  a  certain  habit  of  mutual 
dependence,  though  the  support  was  chiefly  on  one 
side. 

'Yes,'  Mrs.  Ronton  said,  with  an  under-tone 
which  was  slightly  querulous.  '  He  is  a  very  good 
boy ;  but  a  stranger  in  the  house  makes  such  a 
difference  in  one's  life.' 

'  You  don't  call  Ben  a  stranger,  poor  fellow ! 
And  he  is  so  nice.     It  is  quite  a  pleasure   to  see 
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him  back,'  said  Mrs.  "Westbury.  '  I  thought  you 
would  have  been  out  of  your  wits  with  joy.' 

'  And  so  I  am/  said  Ben's  mother,  with  a  little 
indignation  ;  '  but  there  is  nobody  that  has  any  real 
consideration  for  my  weakness  except  Mary.  She 
knows  just  how  much  I  am  able  to  bear.  I  suppose 
it  is  difficult  for  people  in  health  to  realise  how 
weak  I  am.' 

'  Well,  my  dear,  you  know  I  always  said  that  if 
you  would  but  make  an  effort  to  exert  yourself  it 
would  do  all  the  good  in  the  world,'  said  Mrs. 
"Westbury ;  and  then  she  went  up-stairs  to  put  on 
her  cap.  '  I  have  no  patience  with  your  aunt,'  she 
said  to  Mary, — '  thinking  of  her  own  Kttle  bits  of 
ailments,  half  of  which  are  mere  indulgence,  when 
her  poor  boy  has  just  come  home.' 

'  Poor  godmamma  !  I  don't  think  she  can  help 
it,'  said  Mary. 

'  Nonsense,  child  !  I  have  said  to  her  from  the 
first  that  she  ought  to  make  an  effort.  How  do  you 
think  I  should  ever  have  managed  had  I  given  in  ? 
And  now  tell  me,  please,  what  you  meant  by  look- 
ing at  me  so,  twice  over,  when  I  was  speaking  to 
Ben.' 

'  I  did  not  want  you  to  talk  about  Mrs.  Rich,' 
said  Mary,  turning  away  as  the  exigencies  of  her 
own  toilette  required.  '  He  used  to  know  her,  and 
I  was  afraid  you  might  say  something ' 
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'  You  might  liave  left  that  to  my  own  discre- 
tion,' said  Mrs.  Westbury,  with  some  offence. 

*  But,  dear  mamma,  ho^r  could  your  discretion 
serve  when  you  did  not  know  ? '  said  Mary.  *  And, 
poor  fellow  !  he  is  so, — so ' 

*  So  very  devoted  to  some  one  else  that  he  could 
not  even  take  the  trouble  to  look  at  Mrs.  Rich, — 
such  a  pretty  woman,  too  !'  said  Mrs.  Westbury.  '  It 
seems  to  me,  my  dear,  that  you  have  made  the  very 
most  of  your  time.' 

*  Oh,  mamma,  how  dreadful  that  you  should  say 
so  ! '  cried  Mary,  turning  round  again  with  flaming, 
crimson  cheeks.  'Surely,  surely,  you  know  me 
better  !  And  Ben,  poor  fellow !  has  so  much  to 
think  of.  Nothing  could  be  further  from  his  mind. 
I  have  been  their  sister  all  their  lives ;  it  would  be 
hard  if  I  could  not  try  to  be  a  little  comfort  to  him 
now.' 

*  My  dear,  if  he  needs  comfort,  I  am  sure  I  have 
no  objection,'  said  Mrs.  Westbury,  with  a  smile; 
and  just  then  Mary's  maid  came  into  the  room,  and 
the  conversation  came  to  an  end.  It  was  this 
dreadful  practical  turn,  which  was  in  the  old  Ren- 
ton  blood,  which  bewildered  the  less  energetic 
members  of  the  family.  But  it  was  wonderful  to 
see  how  Ben  and  Aunt  Lydia  got  on  at  dinner. 
He  told  her  more  about  his  work,  and  what  he  had 
been  doing,  in  half-an-hour  than  the  others  had 
extracted  from  him  in  twenty-four.     And  the  Ren- 
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ton  spirit  sparkled  in  Mrs.  "Westbury's  eyes  as  she 
listened.  *  Even  if  you  had  not  made  a  penny, 
Ben,'  she  said,  in  her  energetic  way,  '  I  should  be  so 
much  more  pleased  that  you  had  been  making  some 
use  of  your  talents  than  just  hanging  on  in  the  old 
way  at  home.' 

'  But  I  have  made  a  penny,'  Ben  said,  with  a 
kindred  glance  ; — he  was  pleased  with  the  thought, 
which  gave  Mary  a  momentary  disgust ; — '  though 
it  has  cost  more  than  it  is  worth  in  the  making,'  he 
added,  in  a  lower  tone.  And  then  his  cousin  for- 
gave, and  was  sorry  for  poor  Ben.  It  was  dangerous 
work  for  Mary,  especially  as  there  was  still  the 
excitement  of  the  return  expedition  across  the  river, 
to  convey  Mrs.  Westbury  home  to  look  forward  to. 
But,  fortunately,  there  was  no  one  visible  about  The 
Willows  when  that  moment  came  ; — nothing  but 
serene  moonlight,  white  and  peaceable,  unbroken  by 
any  shadow  or  voice  but  their  own,  was  on  the 
gleaming  river.  And  the  Rev.  Laurence  Westbury 
standing  on  the  bank  in  his  clerical  coat, — who  had 
been  at  school  when  Ben  left  Eenton, — to  take  his 
mother  home,  and  bid  the  new-comer  welcome  ;  and 
then  the  silent  progress  back  down  the  stream  in 
the  moonlight.  It  surprised  Mary  afterwards  to 
think  how  little  Ben  and  she  had  said  to  each  other, 
and  yet  what  perfectly  good  company  he  had  been. 
And  thus  they  went  on,  those  curious,  rapid  days. 
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CHAPTER  XI. 


ALL  HOME. 


Laurie  arrived  on  the  Friday,  coming  in,  in  Ms 
nsual  unexpected  way,  tbrougli  the  window,  when 
they  were  all  in  the  drawing-room  after  dinner.  The 
brothers  had  met  in  town,  where  Ben  had  paused 
for  a  day  on  his  way  to  Ronton,  so  that  their  greet- 
ing was  not  mingled  with  any  of  those  remarks  on 
changed  appearance  and  unexpected  signs  of  age 
which  are  general  after  a  long  absence.  But  when 
they  stood  thus  together  for  the  first  time  for  seven 
years,  the  difference  between  old  things  and  new 
became  more  perceptible  to  the  bystanders.  The 
surroundings  were  so  completely  the  same  as  of  old 
that  any  variation  from  the  past  became  more  clear 
to  them.  The  same  lamps,  shaded  for  their  mother's 
sake  ;  the  same  brilliant  spot  of  light  upon  the  tea- 
table,  where  the  china  and  silver  glittered ;  Mrs. 
Ronton  lying  on  the  same  sofa,  in  the  same  attitude, 
covered  with  the  same  Indian  shawl ;  the  same  soft 
odour  of  mignonette  and  heliotrope,  and  earth  and 
dew,  stealing  in  at  the  great  open  window ;  even  the 
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same  moths,  or  reproductions  of  the  same,  making 
wild  circles  about  the  lamp.  *  And  Mary,  I  think, 
is  the  very  same,'  Laurie  said,  looking  at  her  with 
true  brotherly  kindness.  But  '  the  boys '  were  not 
the  same.  Of  the  two  it  was  Laurie  who  looked  the 
elder.  He  was  just  thirty,  but  the  hair  was  getting 
thin  on  the  top  of  his  head,  and  his  face  was  more 
worn  than  it  had  any  right  to  be.  Ben  had  broad- 
ened, almost  imperceptibly,  but  still  enough  to  indi- 
cate to  the  bystander  that  the  first  slim  outline  of 
youth  was  over.  But  Laurie,  though  he  had  not 
expanded,  had  aged  even  in  the  lines  of  his  face ; 
and  then  he  had  grown  a  little  careless,  like  the 
society  into  which  he  had  cast  himself.  He  was 
dusty  with  his  walk,  and  his  velvet  morning-coat 
looked  strange  and  wild  beside  Ben's  correct  even- 
ing costume.  Lazy  Laurence  still ;  but  with  all  the 
difference  between  sanguine  youth  and  meditative 
manhood.  Mary,  however,  was  the  only  one  of  the 
party  who  was  troubled  by  the  mystery  of  Laurie's 
subdued  tone.  Mrs.  E-enton  was  not  given  to  specu- 
lation, and  Ben  was  occupied  by  his  own  affairs  to 
the  exclusion  of  all  inquiry  into  those  of  others. 
Both  mother  and  brother  took  it  for  granted  that 
Laurie  was  just  as  it  was  natural  he  should  be. 
Only  Mary, — sisterly,  womanly,  anxious  always  to 
know  how  it  was, — watched  him  with  a  s}Tnpa- 
thetic  eye. 

*  Well !  here  we  are  at  home  once  more,  old  fel- 
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low,'  said  Laurie,  throwing  himself  into  an  easy 
chair  near  the  window,  when  the  mother  had  been 
safely  conveyed  up- stairs. 

^  Yes,  a  home  that  always  looks  the  same,'  said 
Ben.  ^  I  am  not  so  sure  as  I  used  to  be  of  the  good 
of  that.  It  makes  one  feel  doubly  the  change  in 
one's  self.' 

*  These  are  his  Yankee  notions,'  said  Laurie.  *  I 
suppose  he  has  given  up  primogeniture,  and  Church 
and  State,  and  everything.  But  Mary  is  an  orthodox 
person  who  will  set  us  all  right.' 

*  As  if  women  might  not  think  about  primogeni- 
ture and  all  the  rest  as  well  as  you  others ! '  said 
Mary.  *  We  are  the  onty  people  who  take  any  time 
to  think  now-a-days.  Ben  has  done  nothing  but 
make  railways, — and  money, — and  he  likes  it ; — he 
is  a  real  E-enton,'  she  cried,  pleased  to  let  him  know 
her  mind  on  that  subject. 

'  And  very  right,  too,'  said  Laurie.  '  If  there 
were  not  Rontons  to  be  had  somewhere  how  should 
the  world  get  on  ?' 

*  But  I  don't  care  for  the  world,'  said  Mary ; 
'  and  I  would  much  rather  you  were  not  fond  of 
money,  like  everybody  else,  you  boys.' 

'  I  am  very  fond  of  money,  but  I  never  can  get 
any,'  said  Laurie.  *  I  say  to  myself,  if  I  should 
happen  to  come  into  reputation  next  century,  what 
a  collection  of  Rontons  there  will  be  for  somebody 
to  make  a  fortune  of,  —  Ben's  heirs,  most  probably  ; 
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or  that  little  Mary  of  Frank's,  wlio  is  a  darling. 
'Now  that  I  think  of  it,  as  she  is  a  painter's  de- 
scendant, it  is  she  who  shall  be  my  heir.' 

*  I  think  much  the  best  thing  would  be  for  you 
to  have  Renton,  Laurie,  and  heirs  of  your  own.' 

'  Thanks,'  said  Laurie ;  *  my  brothers  are  very 
kind.  Frank  took  the  trouble  to  write  me  a  long 
letter  ever  so  many  years  ago,  adjuring  me  b}'  all  I 
held  dear  to  marry  a  certain  Nelly  Rich.' 

*  It  was  very  impertinent  of  him,'  cried  Mary, 
*and  very  conceited.  Nelly  Rich  would  no  more 
have  looked  at  you ' 


'  Showed  her  sense,'  said  Laurie,  quietly.  *  I  am 
only  telling  you  what  actions  have  been  set  on  foot 
for  my  benefit.  But  I  never  saw  Nelly  Rich  except 
once,  so  I  am  not  conceited ;  and  as  for  Ronton,  no 
such  iniquity  could  ever  be,  as  that  it  should  go  past 
you,  Ben.' 

*  You  speak  strongly,'  said  the  elder  brother. 

*  That  is  one  result  of  time,  you  know.  One  can 
see  now,  without  irreverence,  how  wrong  my  poor 
father  was.  Of  course  we  would  have  been  wretches 
had  we  been  capable  of  anything  but  obedience  at 
the  time,'  said  Laurie ;  '  but,  looking  back,  one  can 
see  more  clearly.  He  was  wrong, — I  don't  bear  him 
any  malice,  poor  dear  old  father  I  but  he  did  us  as 
much  harm  almost  as  was  possible.  And  if  Ronton 
is  left  out  of  the  natural  succession,  I  shall  say  it  is 
iniquity,  and  oppose  it  with  all  my  power.' 
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*  It  would  be  iniquity/  Ben  said,  gravely.  And 
then  there  was  a  pause.  The  three  sat,  going  back 
into  their  individual  memories,  unaware  what  de- 
vious paths  the  others  were  treading.  But  for 
that  Laurie  might  never  have  fallen  into  the 
temptation  which  had  stolen  what  energy  he  had 
out  of  him,  and  strengthened  all  his  dreamy,  un- 
practical ways.  But  for  that  Ben  might  have 
given  the  Eenton  force  and  strength  of  work  to 
his  country,  and  served  her, — as  is  the  citizen's 
first  duty, — instead  of  making  American  railroads, 
which  another  man  might  have  been  found  to  do. 
As  for  Mary,  the  paths  in  which  she  went  wander- 
ing were  not  her  own.  It  did  not  occur  to  her 
to  think  of  the  seven  years,  which  for  her  had 
been  simple  loss.  Had  she  been  living  at  home, 
no  doubt,  long  before  this  she  would  have  married 
some  one,  and  been  like  Alice,  the  mother  of  child- 
ren. But  such  were  not  Mary's  reflections.  She 
was  thinking  if  this  had  not  happened  Ben  would 
have  married  Millicent  seven  years  ago,  and  that, 
on  the  whole,  everything  was  for  the  best. 

They  had  but  one  other  day  to  themselves ;  but 
during  that  day  the  house  felt,  with  a  bewildered 
sense  of  confusion  and  uncertainty,  that  old  times 
had  come  back.  Mr.  Ben  and  Mr.  Laurie  had 
gone  back  to  their  old  rooms ;  and  their  steps  and 
voices,  the  peremptory  orders  of  the  eldest,  the 
'  chaff '  of  Mr.  Laurie,   '  who  was  a  gentleman  as 
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you  never  could  understand  whether  lie  was  in 
earnest  or  in  joke,' — turned  the  heads  of  the  old 
servants.  They,  like  their  mistress,  were  upset 
by  the  new  regime ;  the  dulness  of  the  house  had 
been  a  trouble  to  them  when  her  reign  of  utter 
seclusion  commenced ;  but  if  it  was  dull,  there  was 
little  to  do,  and  the  house  had  habituated  itself 
to  the  monotonous  round.  And  now  they  felt  it 
a  hardship  when  the  noise  and  the  work  recom- 
menced, and  dinner  ran  the  risk  of  having  to 
wait  ten  minutes,  and  breakfast  was  on  the  table 
from  half-past  eight  to  half-past  ten.  'All  along 
o'  that  lazy  Laurie,  as  they  calls  him,  and  a  very 
good  name,  too,'  said  the  affronted  cook.  Mary 
had  much  ado  to  keep  them  in  working  order. 
*  There  may  be  further  changes  after  a  while,'  she 
said  to  the  old  butler,  who  had  carried  them  all 
in  his  arms,  and  knew  about  everything,  and  who 
would  as  soon  have  cut  his  throat  as  leave  Ren- 
ton  ; — '  you  must  have  patience  for  a  little,  and 
see  how  things  turn  out.'  Thus  it  will  be  seen 
that  if  the  return  of  her  cousins  brought  any 
happiness  to  Mary  it  brought  a  great  increase  of 
anxiety  as  well.  And  there  was  always  the  sense 
of  Millicent's  vicinity  to  weigh  upon  her  mind. 
She  had  been  looking  forward  for  years  to  the 
family  reunion  as  the  end  of  tribulation  and  be- 
ginning of  a  better  life  ;  but  up  to  this  time  her 
anticipations  had  not  been  fulfilled.     Anxieties  had 
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increased  upon  her, — one  growing  out  of  another. 
Instead  of  comfort,  and  certainty,  and  the  support 
which  she  had  always  been  taught  to  believe  were 
involved  in  the  possession  of  *  men  in  the  house,* 
Mary  found  that  these  tenants  had  rather  an 
agitating  than  a  calming  effect  upon  herself  and 
the  community  in  general.  That  she  should  have 
more  trouble  about  the  dinners  was  natural ;  but 
that  even  their  mother  should  require  to  be  let 
softly  down  into  the  enjoyment  of  their  society, 
and  that  circumstances  in  general  required  double 
consideration  on  account  of  their  presence,  was  a 
new  idea  to  Mary.  And  then  it  turned  out  that 
Mrs.  Ronton  had  spoken  very  truly  when  she 
said  a  man  must  have  something  to  do.  Both 
*  the  boys '  were  in  a  state  of  restlessness  and  ex- 
citement, not  disposed  to  settle  to  anything.  There 
was  capital  shooting  to  be  had,  and  the  partridges 
were  everything  a  sportsman  could  desire ;  but 
somehow  even  Ben  felt  that  partridges  were  not 
congenial  to  the  occasion.  And  as  for  Laurie,  he 
was  too  indolent  to  make  any  such  exertion.  '  Wait 
till  Frank  comes,'  he  said.  '  Frank  has  energy  for 
two.  If  we  were  on  a  Scotch  moor,  indeed,  where 
you  want  to  move  about  to  keep  yourself  warm; 
but  it's  too  hot,  my  dear  fellow,  for  stumping 
about  through  the  stubble.  I'll  take  Mary  out 
after  a  bit  for  a  row.'  And  Ben's  activities,  too, 
culminated   in   the   same  idea.     Laurie  lay  in  the 
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bottom  of  the  boat,  sometimes  puffing  gently  at 
his  cigar,  doing  simply  nothing,  while  Ben  pulled 
against  stream,  and  Mary  steered  him  dexterously 
through  the  weeds ;  and  then  the  three  floated 
slowly  down  again,  sapng  little  to  each  other, 
lingering  along  the  mid  current  with  scarcely  any 
movement  of  the  languid  oars.  They  were  not 
very  sociable  in  this  strange  amusement ;  but  still 
its  starts  of  momentary  violent  exercise,  its  dreamy 
charm  of  movement,  the  warm  autumnal  sun  over- 
head, the  delicious  gliding  water  that  gurgled  on 
the  sides  of  the  boat,  and  all  the  familiarity  and 
all  the  novelty  of  the  scenOj  chimed  in  with  their 
feelings.  Ben  was  pondering  the  future,  which 
was  still  so  dark, — his  unfinished  work  at  the 
other  end  of  the  world, — what  he  would  do  with 
Kenton  if  it  came  to  him, — what  he  would  do  if 
it  did  not  come  to  him, — all  the  range  of  possi- 
bilities which  overhung  his  way  as  the  trees  over- 
hung the  river.  Laurie,  for  his  part,  wandered  in 
a  field  of  much  wider  fancy,  and  did  not  take 
Henton  at  all  into  account,  nor  the  chances  which 
a  few  days  might  bring  to  him.  What  did  it 
matter?  he  could  live,  and  he  had  no  more  to 
think  of, — no  future  which  interested  him  parti- 
cularly,— no  hope  that  would  be  afiected  by  the 
tenor  of  his  father's  will.  Sometimes  his  eye  would 
be  caught  by  a  combination  of  foliage,  or  a  sudden 
light  on  the  water,  or  the  turn  of  Mary's  arm  as 
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she  plied  her  cords.  '  How  did  Mary  keep  her 
steering  up  while  we  were  all  away  ?'  he  would 
say  between  the  puffs  of  his  cigar,  and  made  up 
his  mind  that  she  should  sit  to  him  next  day  in 
that  particular  pose.  Mary,  for  her  own  part, 
during  these  expeditions,  was  too  much  occupied 
in  watching  her  cousins  to  have  any  thoughts  of 
her  own.  What  was  Ben  thinking  of?  "Was  it 
The  Willows  his  mind  was  fixed  on  as  he  opened 
his  full  chest  and  sent  the  boat  up  against  the 
stream  with  the  force  of  an  arrow  out  of  a  bow  ? 
Was  it  the  image  of  Millicent  that  made  his  eyes 
glow  as  he  folded  his  arms,  and  let  the  skiff  idle 
on  the  current  ?  And  what  were  Laurie's  thoughts 
occupied  about  as  he  lay,  lazy,  in  the  bottom  ? 
Mary  gazed  at  them,  and  wondered,  not  knowing 
what  to  think,  and  said  to  herself  how  much  more 
difficult  it  was  now  to  prognosticate  what  would 
become  of  them  than  it  would  have  been  seven 
years  ago,  at  their  first  entering  upon  life.  And 
thus  the  long  day  glided  to  its  end. 

On  the  Saturday  Frank  and  his  belongings 
arrived,  and  all  was  altered.  Frank,  so  far  as 
personal  appearance  went,  was  the  least  changed 
of  all.  His  moustache  had  grown  from  the  silky 
shadow  it  used  to  be  into  a  very  decided  martial 
ornament,  and  he  was  brown  with  the  Indian  sun. 
Laurie  had  the  presumption  to  insinuate  that  he 
had    grown,    which    touched    the    soldier    to    the 
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quick ;  but  thougli  he  was  the  father  of  a  family, 
the  seven  years  had  affected  him  less  than  either 
of  his  brothers.  To  be  sure,  he  was  but  seven- and- 
twenty,  and  had  lived  a  comparatively  happy  life. 
But  it  must  be  allowed  that  the  Sunday  was  hard 
to  get  through.  The  three  brothers,  who  were  aU 
very  different  men  to  begin  with,  had  each  got 
into  his  groove,  and  each  undervalued, — let  us  not 
say  had  a  contempt  for, — the  occupation  of  the 
other.  T\"hat  with  India,  and  what  with  youth, 
and  what  with  the  training  of  his  profession,  Frank 
had  all  the  unreasoning  conservatism  which  was 
natural  to  a  well-bom,  unintellectual  soldier.  And 
then  he  had  a  wife  to  back  him,  which  strengthens 
a  man's  self-opinion.  '  Depend  upon  it,'  he  would 
say,  '  these  Radicals  will  land  us  all  in  perdition 
if  they  get  their  way.'  'Why  should  I  depend 
upon  it,  when  my  own  opinion  goes  directly  con- 
trary ? '  Ben,  who  had  been  in  America,  and  all 
over  the  world,  drawing  in  revolutionary  ideas, 
would  answer  him.  As  for  Laurie  he  would  ask 
them  both,  'What  does  it  matter?  one  man  is  as 
good  as  another,  if  not  better,'  and  smile  in  his 
pococurante  way.  The  children  were  a  godsend  to 
them  all,  and  so  was  Alice  with  her  youthful 
wisdom.  For  Mary  by  this  time,  with  three  men 
to  keep  in  order,  as  it  were,  and  Mrs.  Benton  to 
hold  safely  in  hand  all  the  time,  and  all  unsuitable 
visitors  to  keep  at  a  distance,  and  the  dinner  to 
VOL.  III.  0 
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order,  was  about  as  much  overwhelmed  with  cares, 
and  as  little  capable  of  the  graces  of  society,  as 
a  woman  could  be.  She  had  to  spend  with  her 
aunt  the  hour  of  that  inevitable  Sunday  afternoon 
walk,  and  saw  her  flock  pair  off  and  disappear 
among  the  trees  with  the  sensations  of  an  anxious 
mother,  who  feels  her  nursery  for  the  moment  in 
comparative  safety.  .  Ben  with  Alice  and  little 
Mary  went  one  way,  and  Laurie  and  Frank  took 
another.  When  she  had  seen  them  off  Mary  turned 
with  a  satisfied  mind  to  read  to  her  godmother 
the  Sunday  periodical  which  took  the  place  of  the 
newspaper  on  this  day.  It  was  very  mild  reading, 
though  it  satisfied  Mrs.  Renton.  It  was  her  prin- 
ciple not  to  drive  on  Sunday,  and  the  morning  was 
occupied  by  the  Morning  Service,  which  Davison 
and  she  read  together  before  she  got  up,  and  that 
duty  being  over  the  Sunday  periodical  came  in 
naturally  to  take  the  place  of  the  drive.  It  was 
very  rarely  that  she  felt  able  to  go  to  church  ;  and 
of  all  days  this  day,  which  followed  so  closely  the 
arrival  of  her  sons,  was  the  one  on  which  she  could 
least  be  supposed  capable  of  such  an  exertion.  So 
Mary  read  a  story,  and  a  sermon,  and  a  missionary 
narrative,  and  was  very  tired  of  it,  while  the  slow 
afternoon  lingered  on  and  the  others  had  their 
walk. 

Ben  and  Alice,  though  they  were  in  the  position 
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of  brother  and  sister,  and  called  each  other  by  their 
Christian  names,  had  met  for  the  first  time  on  the 
day  before,  and  naturally  were  not  yery  much  ac- 
quainted with  each  other's  way  of  thinking.  The 
woods  were  their  great  subject  of  discourse.  '  Frank 
has  talked  of  them  wherever  we  were/  said  Alice. 
'  I  am  so  glad  to  bring  the  children  here.  If  we 
should  haye  to  go  to  India  again  it  will  be  nice 
for  them  to  remember.  But  I  need  not  speak  like 
that/  she  added,  after  a  moment's  pause,  with  a 
sudden  rush  of  tears  to  her  blue  eyes  ;  '  for  if  we 
haye  to  go  to  India  we  must  leaye  little  Mary 
behind, — she  is  too  old  to  go  back.  And  I  suppose 
if  I  were  prudent,  baby  too — but  I  could  not  bear 
that.' 

'  Why  should  you  go  back  to  India  ?' 

'Ah,   we    must,    unless    there    is  some   money 

coming  to   us,'  said   Alice :  '  you   know   I  had  no 

fortune.     I  did  not  think  that  mattered  then ;  but 

when  one  has  children  one  learns.     Do  you  think 

there  will  be  some  money  for  Frank  in  the  will  ? ' 
'  I  am  certain  of  it,'  said  Ben, 
'  Enough  to  make  us  able  to  stay  at  home,'  said 

Alice,  clasping  her  hands.     *  It  is  not  that  I  caje 

for  money,  nor  Frank  either.' 

'  But  it  is  quite  natural  you  should  care.     And  I 

promise  you,'  said  Ben,  '  if  there  is  anything  I  can 

set   right,  that    you    shaU  not    go  back  to  India. 
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Whicliever  of  us  is  preferred,  you  may  be  sure  of 
that.     I  can  answer  for  Laurie  as  for  myself.' 

*  Oil,  I  know  Laurie,'  cried  Alice ;  *  but  I  did 
not  know  you, — and  then  perhaps  Frank  would  not 
be  willing ;  — but  anyhow,  since  you  say  you  are 
sure,  I  will  keep  up  my  heart/ 

And  in  the  meantime  Frank  and  Laurie  by  the 
river-side  were  having  their  confidences  too.  '  If 
it  should  come  to  me,'  Frank  was  saying,  '  I  hope 
I  shall  do  what  is  right  by  Ben  in  any  case — but 
it  will  be  a  struggle  for  that  little  beggar's 
sake.' 

'  I  would  let  the  little  beggar  take  his  chance,' 
said  Laurie  ;  *  there  is  time  enough.  I  don't  think 
you  need  begin  to  consider  him  yet.' 

'  I  should  do  my  duty,  of  course,'  said  Frank, 
'  by  Ben,  who  has  been  badly  used ;  but  I  don't 
deny  it  will  cost  me  something,  Laurie.  A  man 
does  not  get  ties  about  him  for  nothing.  If  I  had 
the  chance  of  a  home  for  Alice  and  the  little  ones, — '■ 
even  if  it  were  not  a  home  like  this,  by  Jove !  it 
would  be  an  awful  temptation, — a  temptation  one 
would  scarcely  know  how  to  resist.' 

'  Then  it  is  to  be  hoped  it  will  never  come,'  said 
Laurie.  '  I  don't  see  how  we  could  stand  in  doubt 
for  an  instant.  I  don't  speak  of  natural  justice. 
But  Ben  was  brought  up  to  be  the  heir.  There 
was  never  a  doubt  of  his  being  the  heir  till  my  poor 
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father's  will  had  to  be  read.  Therefore  he  must 
be  the  heir  now.  I  don't  care  whether  it  falls  to 
you  or  me.  It's  as  clear  as  daylight,  and  I  can't 
believe  you  would  find  the  least  difficidty  in  doing 
what  was  right.' 

*  I  should  do  it,'  said  Frank,  but  he  made  no 
further  protestation.  In  his  heart  he  could  not  but 
say  to  himself  that  it  was  easy  for  Laurie,  a  man 
with  nobody  dependent  on  him,  with  no  question 
before  him  such  as  that  of  returning  or  not  re- 
turning to  India,  and  with, —  so  far  as  any  one 
knew, — no  prospects  of  future  happiness  which  de- 
pended on  this  decision.  And  Ben,  too,  was 
unmarried,  and  likely  to  be  unmarried.  '  Unless 
he  marries  Mary,'  Frank  said  to  himself.  Of  course 
if  Renton  feU  to  him  he  would  marry,  and  they 
had  all  pledged  themselves  that  Eenton  must  fall 
to  him,  and  Ben  accordingly  would  sit  down  in 
his  father's  seat,  and  bring  in  some  stranger  to 
rule  over  the  place,  and  Alice  and  the  children 
would  have  to  go  away.  Back  to  India!  If  that 
were  the  only  alternative  Frank  felt  as  if  it  would 
be  impossible  to  do  his  duty  by  Ben.  The  excite- 
ment of  the  moment,  and  the  fundamental  sim- 
plicity of  his  mind,  thus  brought  him  to  the 
strange  notion  that  all  secondary  justice  must  have 
been  set  aside,  and  that  it  would  be  a  question  of 
everything   or   nothing    to   the   victor.     Thus   the 
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Rentons  awaited,  with,  thouglits  often  too  deep  for 
words,  with  a  restrained  excitement  wonderful  to 
behold,  with  hopes  and  sinkings  of  heart,  the 
revelation  of  their  father's  will;  and  that  was  to 
take  place  next  day. 
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CHAPTEE  XII. 

SUSPENSE. 

When  the  Rentons  were  aU  seated  together  in  the 
drawing-room  after  dinner,  doing  their  best  to  get 
through  the  Sunday  evening,  a  note  was  brought 
to  Mrs.  Renton,  to  the  amazement  of  aU  the  family 
assembly.  Mrs.  Westbury  and  her  son  Laurence, 
who  was  curate  of  Cookesley,  had  joined  them  at 
dinner ;  and  they  were  aU  seated  in  a  circle  round 
the  room  drinking  their  tea  and  trying  to  talk,  and 
suppressing  an  occasional  yawn  with  the  true 
decorum  of  a  family  party.  Sometimes  there  would 
get  up  a  little  lively  talk  between  Mary  and  her 
mother  and  brother  touching  the  gossip  of  the 
district,  or  Alice  and  Laurie  would  brighten  into  a 
familiar  discussion  of  something  belonging  to  Fitzroy 
Square ;  but  then  they  would  suddenly  remark 
that  the  others  were  uninterested  and  taking  no 
part,  and  the  talk  would  come  to  a  stop,  and  Mrs. 
Westbury  would  make  a  commonplace  remark  to 
one  of  her  nephews,  and  Alice  would  ask  the  curate 
if  he  went  often   to  the   Opera,   and  a  uniformity 
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of  dulness  would  fall  upon  tlie  party.  The  Eentons 
were  all  well-bred  people,  and  it  was  certainly  not 
well-bred  to  enjoy  one's  self  in  an  animated  way  in 
a  corner  with  two  or  three,  while  the  rest  of  the 
company  sat  blank  and  did  not  know  what  one  was 
making  merry  about.  To  be  sure,  there  was  Alice's 
music  to  fall  back  upon;  but,  except  to  two  or 
three  of  the  company,  that  would  not  much  mend 
matters ;  so  that  when  the  note  was  brought  to  Mrs. 
Renton  there  was  immediately  a  little  movement 
of  interest.  Ben  brought  one  of  the  shaded  lamps 
to  his  mother  that  she  might  read  it,  and  Mary 
drew  near  in  case  her  services  should  be  wanted 
to  write  the  answer,  for  which  the  butler  stood 
solemnly  waiting  erect  in  the  midst  of  the  fatigued 
group. 

*  It  must  be  something  very  urgent  indeed  to 
write  about  to-day,'  Mrs.  Westbury  said.  *  I  am 
old-fashioned,  and  I  don't  think  the  family  quiet 
should  be  disturbed  on  Sunday  unless  it  is  something 
of  importance.' 

*  My  dear,  I  can't  read  these  dreadful  hands 
that  people  write  now-a-days,'  said  Mrs.  Ronton. 
'  I  can't  get  the  light  on  it,  and  I  am  too  tired 
to  sit  up.     If  you  would  read  it  aloud,  Ben ' 

Ben  took  the  little  note  in  his  hand,  and  put 
the  lamp  down  on  the  nearest  table.  His  face  was 
in  shade,  and  it  was  impossible  to  tell  what  his 
feelings  were.     He   glanced    over    the  note  for  a 
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second,  and  then  read  it  aloud  as  his  mother  bade. 
It  was  a  prayer  to  be  allowed  to  visit  the  woods 
next  morning  with  a  friend  who  was  going  away, 
and  it  was  signed  '  Millicent  Eich.'  '  I  would  not 
have  dreamt  of  asking,  knowing  that  you  have  all 
your  people  about  you,  and  do  not  want  to  be 
troubled  with  strangers,'  she  wrote ;  '  but  our 
friend  is  going  off  by  the  three  o'clock  train.  "We 
shall  keep  strictly  to  the  woods,  and  not  come  near 
the  house  to  worry  you,  when  your  attention  must 
be  so  occupied  with  other  things  ;  but  please  let 
me  come.'  This  was  what  Ben  read  out  with  a 
perfectly  expressionless  voice,  not  even  faltering 
over  the  name. 

*  Of  course  she  must  come,'  said  Mrs.  Renton. 
'Mary,  you  must  write  a  note  for  me.  Say  that 
the  boys  being  here  makes  no  difference,  and  that 
if  she  will  come  to  luncheon  and  bring  her 
friend ' 


*  But,  godmamma,  Mr.  Ponsonby  is  coming,' 
said  Mary,  while  Ben  took  up  the  lamp,  and  stood 
like  a  monument,  holding  it  in  his  hand. 

*  Mr.  Ponsonby  will  not  eat  her,  I  suppose,' 
said  Mrs.  Ronton ;  and  then  there  was  a  pause. 

'  But,  godmamma,'  Mary  resumed  after  that 
interval,  '  don't  you  think  so  important  a  day 
as   to-morrow  is, — and  so   much  as  there  will    be 


going  on- 


*  Any  stranger  would  be   a  bore,'    said  Frank. 
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'  How  are  we  to  go  and  talk  and  be  civil,  when  an 

hour  more  may  see  us  set  up  or  ruined ' 

Here  Alice  plucked  at  his  sleeve,  indicating  with 
a  look  of  warning  the  stolid  countenance  of  old 
Willis,  who  stood  listening  to  everything,  '  If  it 
would  be  any  pleasure  to  grandmamma,  I  would 
attend  to  them,'  she  said. 

*  And  I  think  it  would  be  a  very  good  thing 
for  you  all,'  said  Mrs.  Westbury,  'and  take  your 
minds  off  yourselves  a  little.  It  is  a  blessing  to 
have  a  stranger  for  that, — you  are  obliged  to  exert 
yourselves,  and  kept  from  brooding  over  one  subject. 
I  think  your  mother  is  quite  right.' 

'  Let  us  have  them,'  said  Laurie.  '  What  does 
it  matter  ?     Old  Ponsonby  is  always  late.' 

*  He  will  surely  never  be  late  on  an  occasion  of 
such  importance,'  said  Laurence  Westbury. 

Mrs.  Kenton  looked  from  one  to  another  with  an 
anxious  countenance,  and  they  came  round  the 
sofa,  glad  of  the  little  interruption  to  that  family 
quiet  which  was  almost  too  much  blessedness.  Ben, 
who  said  nothing,  lighted  up  the  circle  in  a  curious 
Rembrandtish  way,  holding  his  lamp  so  as  to  screen 
his  mother ;  and  outside  stood  old  Willis,  erect 
as  a  soldier,  with  unmoved  countenance,  waiting 
for  the  answer. 

*  Ben,  what  do  you  say  ?  '  said  Mrs.  Ronton,  with 
all  the  earnestness  of  a  last  appeal. 
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'  That  you  must  do  just  what  you  like,  mother/ 
said  Ben. 

Upon  which  she  wrung  her  hands  in  despair. 
*  How  can  I  tell  what  I  shall  like  if  none  of  you 
will  advise  me  ? '  she  said. 

'  I  will  attend  to  them,  if  grandmamma  would 
like  it/  said  Alice,  coming  to  the  head  of  the  sofa. 
'  And  I  am  sure  you  would  like  it,  dear  grand- 
mamma ;  it  would  give  you  something  else  to  think 
of.' 

'  So  it  would,  my  dear,'  said  Mrs.  Renton,  ready 
to  cry ;  ^  and  how  I  am  to  get  through  to-morrow 
without  some  assistance  is  more  than  I  can  tell.' 

*  It  will  take  all  your  minds  off  the  one  subject,' 
added  Mrs.  Westbury ;  '  and  of  course  there  must 
always  be  luncheon.  Mary,  go  and  do  what  your 
aunt  tells  you.  It  will  be  good,  my  dears,  for  you 
aU.' 

And  Ben  gave  a  Kttle  gesture  with  his  hand, 
Mary  caught  his  eye  over  the  glowing  darkness 
of  the  shaded  lamp,  and  went  and  wrote  her  note 
without  a  word.  Ben's  face  had  said,  or  seemed  to 
say,  ^  Let  them  come, — what  does  it  matter  ? ' 
And  if  it  did  not  matter  to  him,  certainly  it 
mattered  nothing  to  any  one  else.  When  the  note 
was  despatched,  Alice  sat  down  at  the  piano  and 
played  to  the  entire  satisfaction  of  her  husband, 
his  mother,  and  Laurence  Westbury.     Ben  settled 
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down  in  a  corner  and  took  a  book,  till  his  aunt 
Lydia  went  and  sat  beside  him,  when  an  earnest 
conversation  ensued;  and  Laurie  stood  idling  by 
the  window,  beating  back  the  moths  that  came  in 
tribes  to  seek  their  destruction  in  the  light,  and 
sometimes  saying  a  word  to  Mary,  who,  half  occu- 
pied by  the  music  and  more  than  half  hj  her  own 
thoughts,  sat  near  him  within  the  shadow  of  the 
curtains. 

'  What  sort  of  people  are  those  that  are  coming 
to-morrow,  and  why  don't  you  like  them?'  said 
Laurie,  under  cover  of  a  fortissimo. 

*  I  never  said  I  did  not  like  them,'  said  Mary. 

*  No ;  but  I  know  you  don't.     "Who  are  they  ? ' 
And  then  the   music   fell   low  into   tremulous, 

dying  murmurs,  and  all  was  silent  in  the  room 
except  for  a  shrill  ^  s '  now  and  then  of  Mrs.  West- 
bury 's  half- whispered  energetic  conversation  with 
Ben.  When  the  strain  rose  and  swelled  into  passion, 
the  talk  at  the  window  was  resumed. 

'  It  is  not  they, — it  is  she  I  don't  like ; — one  of 
my  old  school- fellows,  and  the  most  beautiful  woman 
you  ever  saw.' 

'  Hallo  !  '  said  Laurie,  *  is  that  the  reason  why  ? ' 

*  Yes,  of  course.  We  should  all  like  to  strangle 
her  because  she  is  so  pretty,'  said  Mary,  with  a 
certain  rancour  in  her  voice. 

Laurie  sent  a  great  night-moth  out  with  a  rush, 
and  then  he  stooped  towards  his  cousin's  hiding- 
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place.  '  Granted  in  the  general/  he  said,  '  but  there 
is  something  particular  about  this/ 

What  could  Mary  say  ?  Her  heart  was  quivering 
with  that  poignant  sense  of  weakness  and  inability 
to  resist  fate  which  sometimes  overcomes  a  woman 
in  those  secret  machinations  for  somebody  else's 
good,  which  are  so  seldom  successful.  ^  I  have 
done,'  she  said ;  '  I  will  try  no  more.'  And  that 
was  all  the  answer  that  was  given  to  Laurie's 
curiosity. 

Alice  had  not  fallen  oflP  in  her  playing.  The 
piano,  under  her  fingers,  gave  forth  such  sounds 
as  wiled  the  very  hearts  out  of  the  bosoms  of  the 
three  who  were  listening.  Mrs.  Renton  lay  back 
on  her  sofa,  with  the  tears  coming  to  her  eyes  and 
a  world  of  inarticulate,  inexpressible  feeling  in  her 
heart.  Had  it  been  poetry,  the  poor  lady  would 
have  yawned  and  wished  herself  in  bed;  but  now 
she  had  floated  into  a  serene  Eden, — a  Paradise  full 
of  all  vague  loveliness,  and  sweetness,  and  un- 
speakable, indistinct  emotions.  As  for  Laurence 
Westbury,  he  dared  scarcely  draw  breath,  so  entirely 
did  the  witchery  seize  him.  The  music  to  him 
stormed  and  struggled  like  a  soul  in  pain,  and 
paused  and  sank  to  give  forth  the  cry  of  despair, 
and  swelled  into  a  gathering  hope,  into  a  final 
conflict,  into  delicious  murmurs  of  sweetness  and 
gratefulness  and  repose  ;  there  was  a  whole  drama 
in  it,  moving  the  real  listener  with  such  a  rapid 
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succession  of  feeling  as  tlie  highest  tragic  efforts 
of  poetry  call  forth  in  others.  While  in  the  mean- 
while Ben  and  Aunt  Lydia  talked  quite  undisturbed 
in  their  corner  of  railways  and  investments,  and  of 
how  much  Eenton  might  be  improved,  and  how  fast 
Dick  Westbury  was  making  his  fortune  out  in  India; 
and  Laurie  was  driving  out  the  moths,  and  moral- 
ising over  their  eagerness  to  enter,  and  thinking 
of  anything  in  the  world  rather  than  the  music. 
Such  were  the  strange  differences  of  sensibility 
and  feeling  among  half-a-dozen  people,  all  of  one 
race. 

A  forlorn  hope  that  it  might  rain  next  morning, 
and  so  prevent  the  threatened  invasion,  was  in 
Mary's  mind  up  to  the  last  moment.  She  felt  as 
if,  having  thus  failed  in  her  own  person.  Providence 
must  aid  her  to  save  her  cousin,  the  head  of  the 
house,  who  was  of  so  much  importance  to  the 
family,  from  such  a  snare.  But  Providence  refused, 
as  Providence  so  often  does  in  what  seems  the  most 
heart-breaking  emergency,  to  aid  the  plans  of  the 
schemer.  As  lovely  a  September  morning  as  ever 
shone  brightened  all  the  park  and  the  trees  under 
her  windows  as  she  gazed  out,  unable  to  believe 
that  she  was  thus  abandoned  of  Heaven,  But  there 
could  be  no  mistake  about  it.  It  was  a  lovely  day, 
enough  to  tempt  any  one  to  the  woods  had  there  been 
no  purpose  of  the  kind  beforehand;  and  as  if  to 
aggravate  her  sense  of  the  danger  of  the  situation. 
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Ben  himself  was  visible  from  her  window,  coming 
up  the  river-path  in  boating  costume,  though  it  was 
only  half-past  seven  in  the  morning.  Had  he  been 
on  the  river  already  at  this  ridiculous  hour  ?  Pass- 
ing The  Willows  no  doubt,  gazing  at  the  closed 
windows,  pleased  with  the  mere  fact  of  being  near 
her,  though  at  such  an  hour  no  one,  Mary  assured 
herself  with  a  little  scorn,  had  ever  seen  Millicent 
out  of  bed  ;  and  on  such  a  day  as  this,  when  all  his 
prospects  for  life  hung  in  the  balance !  But, 
strangely  enough,  it  never  occurred  to  Mary  in  her 
womanish  pre-occupation  to  think  that  it  might  be 
the  feverish  excitement  of  the  crisis,  and  not  any 
thought  of  Millicent,  which  had  roused  Ben  and 
driven  him  to  try  the  tranquillising  effects  of 
bodily  exertion.  Notwithstanding  the  atmosphere 
of  family  anxiety  by  which  she  was  surrounded,  the 
fact  was  that  MiUicent's  visit  was  ten  times  more 
important  in  Mary's  eyes  than  that  of  Mr.  Pon- 
sonby.  The  one  did  not  cost  her  a  tenth  part  of 
the  anxious  cogitation  called  forth  by  the  other. 
No  doubt  the  will  would  be  read  and  everything 
settled,  ill  or  well.  Ben  woidd  have  Renton,  as  he 
ought;  or  Frank  would  have  it,  or  it  would  be 
settled  somehow;  but  the  effect  of  MiUicent's  ap- 
pearance would  be  to  unsettle  everything.  It 
would  rouse  up  those  embers  of  old  love  which  she 
felt  were  smouldering  in  Ben's  mind.  Smoulder- 
ing!     How    could    she    tell    that   they   were   not 
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blazing  with  all  the  warmth,  of  present  passion  ? 
Else,  why  had  he  sallied  out  in  the  dawn  of  the 
morning  only  to  pass  by  the  sleeping,  shut-up  house 
which  contained  the  lady  of  his  dreams  ?  For  that 
he  had  gone  out  for  this  purpose,  and  no  other, 
Mary  felt  as  certain  as  if  she  had  watched  him 
every  step  of  the  way.  But  there  was  nothing  now 
to  be  done  but  to  submit,  and  to  put  the  best  face 
that  was  possible  upon  it.  Perhaps,  indeed,  if  any- 
thing should  occur  so  as  that  Ben  should  not 
have  E-enton,  it  would  no  longer  be  an  unmixed 
misfortune,  for  it  would  take  him  out  of  Millicent's 
way. 

It  was  hard  to  tell  whether  it  was  a  relief  or  an 
annoyance  to  find  a  stranger  at  the  breakfast-table 
when  they  all  met  down- stairs.  '  What  a  nui- 
sance ! '  Frank  said  to  his  wife,  feeling  that  Ben's 
right-hand  man  was  not  the  sort  of  person  to  be 
admitted  to  familiar  intercourse  with  the  family  at 
such  a  moment.  But  Mary  felt,  on  the  whole,  that 
Hilly ard's  unexpected  appearance  was  a  good  thing 
for  Ben.  The  stranger,  who  ought  to  have  arrived 
some  days  before,  had  been  detained,  and  got  down 
to  Cookesley  on  Sunday  night,  from  whence  it 
appeared  Ben  had  gone  down  early  to  fetch  him, 
thus  explaining,  to  the  great  consolation  of  his 
guardian  and  watcher,  his  early  expedition.  Hill- 
yard  was  very  carefully  dressed,  too  carefully  for 
the  morning,  and  a  little  impressed  by  the  house 
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and  tlie  circumstances.  His  beard  had  been  trimmed 
and  bis  wardrobe  renewed  before  be  would  follow 
bis  once  proUge,  and  now  patron,  to  the  Manor,  and 
be  was  very  anxious  to  make  bimself  agreeable,  and 
justify  bis  presence. 

*  I  know  I  should  not  bave  come  at  sucb  a 
time,'  be  explained  to  Mary ;  '  I  told  Renton  so. 
Of  course  we  have  been  so  mucb  together  that  I 
could  not  but  know  why  he  was  coming  home.' 

'  I  do  not  think  it  makes  any  difference,'  said 
Mary.  '  I  am  sure  my  aunt  will  always  be  glad  to 
bave  any  of  Ben's  friends.' 

*  It  is  very  good  of  you  to  say  so,'  Hillyard 
answered  gratefully.  And  then  he  began  to  tell 
her  what  a  fine  fellow  her  couslq  was,  and  what  a 
bead  be  had,  and  how  he  had  mastered  his  pro- 
fession while  other  men  would  have  been  gaping  at 
it.  '  He  is  master  and  I  am  man  now,'  he  said, 
unconsciously  using  Ben's  words,  '  though  I  was 
brought  up  to  it ;  and  I  should  just  like  you  to  see 
the  beautiful  work  he  puts  out  of  his  hands.' 

'  I  daresay  I  should  not  understand  it  if  I  saw 
it,'  said  Mary,  smiling  behind  the  urn;  but  she 
lent  a  very  willing  ear,  and  thought  Hillyard  a 
very  nice  person.  Unquestionably  he  was  a  relief 
to  the  high  strain  of  suppressed  feeling  which 
appeared  in  every  face  at  the  table,  except,  perhaps, 
Laurie's,  who,  late  as  usual,  came  in,  carrying  the 
baby  in  his  arms,  and  did  not  mind. 

VOL.  III.  p 
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'  Here  is  a  little  waif  and  stray  I  found  wander- 
ing about  the  passages/  he  said.  ^  Little  Laurie, 
your  mamma  does  not  care  about  you  to-day ;  you 
had  better  stay  with  me.' 

^  Doesn't  mamma  care  for  him,  the  darling ! ' 
cried  Alice.  And  then  the  child  was  picked  up, 
having  made  a  rush  to  her  arms,  and  set  up 
beside  her  at  table. 

'  The  heir-presumptive,  I  suppose  ? '  Hillyard 
said  behind  the  urn ;  and  Mary  began  to  think  he 
was  not  quite  so  nice  as  she  had  thought  him 
before. 

Then  the  members  of  the  family  dispersed,  to 
kill  this  lingering,  weary  forenoon  as  they  best 
could.  Ben  and  Hillyard  went  out  together  in 
earnest  conversation,  and  Laurie  established  him- 
self in  a  shady  corner  of  the  lawn,  and  made  a 
group  of  Alice  and  her  children,  and  began  to 
draw  them  ;  while  Frank  started  off,  as  he  said, 
for  a  long  walk.  Mr.  Ponsonby  had  announced 
that  he  was  to  come  by  the  one  o'clock  train ;  but 
there  was  another  three-quarters  of  an  hour  later, 
and  nobody  who  knew  him  expected  him  to  arrive 
by  the  first.  And  at  half-past  one  Millicent  and 
her  friend  would  come  to  luncheon.  Such  a  con- 
junction of  events  was  very  terrible  to  think  of; 
though,  perhaps,  not  so  alarming  to  any  one  as  to 
Mary,  who  alone  knew  of  the  motives  of  the  latter 
visit.    She  had  to  go  about  her  usual  occupations  all 
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the  same.  She  could  not  cheat  the  sick  expectations 
of  her  heart  by  joining  the  group  on  the  lawn  and 
chatting  with  the  children,  nor  could  she  rush  forth 
to  still  her  anxieties  by  bodily  exertion,  like  the 
boys.  A  woman,  she  thought  to  herself,  is  always 
tied  to  the  stake.  She  had  to  fulfil  all  her  little 
peaceful  household  occupations  as  if  her  heart  was 
quite  at  ease,  and  had  not  even  any  sympathy  to 
support  her,  for  what  was  it  to  >  her  any  one  could 
have  said  ?  They  were  all  three  her  cousins,  and 
it  could  not  matter  very  deeply  to  her  which  of 
them  got  Eenton  ;  and  as  for  Millicent,  that  was 
mere  feminine  jealousy,  and  nothing  else, — so  Mary 
had  to  lock  up  her  troubles  carefully  in  her  own 
breast. 

It  was  only  about  a  quarter  past  one  when  Milli- 
cent arrived  at  Eenton,  and  with  her  came  her 
mother  and  her  '  friend,'  who  was  the  young  sol- 
dier they  had  seen  rowing  her  on  the  river.  Mrs. 
Eenton  had  just  come  down-stairs,  with  Davison 
carrying  her  shawls  and  her  worsted  work,  and  it 
was  to  her  the  visitors  made  their  way.  '  Mr. 
Horsman  is  a  connexion  of  my  poor  husband's,* 
Millicent  said  with  a  decent  sigh.  '  He  is  a  brother 
of  Sir  George  Horsman,  whom  Xelly  married.  Nelly 
is  my  sister-in-law,  Mrs.  Eenton  ;  but  I  suppose  you 
know  ?' 

'  Indeed  I  know  very  well,'  said  Mrs.  Eenton. 
*  It  was  she  who  we  once  thought  would  have  mar- 
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ried  Frank.  Not  that  I  am  not  perfectly  satisfied 
with  Frank's  wife.  She  is  certainly  nice,  and  suits 
him  admirably,  which  of  course  is  the  great  thing. 
But  she  had  no  money.  And  there  was  once  a  time 
when  he  saw  a  great  deal  of  Miss  Rich.' 

'She  was  quite  a  catch,'  said  Mrs.  Tracy, —  a 
word  which  wounded  Mrs.  Ronton' s  ear. 

'  I  cannot  say  I  looked  upon  it  in  that  point  of 
view ;  but  the  young  people  were  thrown  in  each 
other's  way  a  great  deal,'  Mrs.  Kenton  said  with 
some  stateliness ;  and  Millicent  immediately  rushed 
into  the  field. 

*  I  thought  the  Mr.  Eentons  had  all  arrived,'  she 
said,  '  and  yet  you  are  alone ; '  and  cast  an  angry 
glance  at  Mary,  as  if  demanding  of  her  where  they 
were. 

*  What  has  become  of  the  boys? '  said  Mrs.  E-enton, 
looking  round  her.  *  I  have  only  just  come  down. 
The  fact  is,  it  is  a  very  exciting  day  for  them ;  we 
expect  Mr.  Ponsonby  down  immediately  to  read  the 
will.' 

Millicent  and  her  mother  exchanged  glances. 
*  Then  the  time  is  up  ? '  Mrs.  Tracy  said  medita- 
tively, and  bent  with  increasing  solicitude  over  the 
invalid  on  her  sofa.  '  What  a  trial  for  you !'  she 
said,  clasping  her  hand  in  sympathy.  And  Mrs. 
Ronton  raised  to  her  eyes  ^that  said  unspeakable 
things. 

*  Ah  !  yes,'  she  murmured ;  '  but  nobody  thinks 
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of  me ;'  and  this  balm  of  consolation  was  sweet  to 
her  heart. 

They  all  came  dropping  in  a  few  minutes  later 
to  luncheon,  and  Ben  and  Hilly ard  were  among  the 
first.  ^  Ponsonby  has  not  come  by  this  train,' 
said  Ben,  '  but  Frank  is  waiting  at  the  station  for 
the  next.'  It  was  hard  not  to  feel  as  if  Frank  was 
doing  the  rest  an  injury  by  waiting  to  have  the  first 
word  with  the  lawyer  ;  such,  at  least,  was  Mary's 
instinctive  feeling.  But  her  heart  was  weighted 
now  with  a  more  painful  anxiety  still.  She  saw  Ben 
give  a  brief,  contemptuous  glance  at  young  Hors- 
man,  whose  position  was  not  a  comfortable  one,  and 
her  heart  sunk.  But  then  he  turned  away  from 
Millicent, — avoided  seeing  her,  indeed,  in  a  curious, 
visible  way,  and  that  was  a  consolation.  Mrs. 
Tracy,  however,  got  up  with  efiusion  to  shake  hands 
with  dear  Mr.  Kenton,  begging  that  she  might  have 
a  good  look  at  him,  to  see  if  he  was  changed.  *  ^ot 
at  all  changed,'  was  her  verdict.  '  Just  the  same 
generous  face  that  once  came  to  our  help  in  our 
troubles.  Mr.  E-enton,  do  you  know  I  may  say  you 
saved  my  life  ?' 

Then  Millicent,  too,  rose,  and,  with  a  whole 
drama  in  her  eyes,  held  out  her  hand  to  him.  There 
was  regret,  remorse,  and  a  tender  appeal  for  pardon, 
and  a  sweet  self-pity  in  those  blue,  shining  eyes. 
They  seemed  to  say,  '  Be  kind  to  me  !  Be  sorry  for 
me  !     I  am  so  sorry  for  myself!'     But  it  was  hard 
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to  make  out  whether  there  was  any  answer  in  Ben's 
looks.  She  stood  so  turned  towards  him,  holding  out 
her  hand,  that  he  had  no  choice  but  to  draw  near, 
and  then  she  turned  meaningly  towards  a  vacant 
chair  at  her  side.  He  could  not  have  gone  away 
without  rudeness,  and  Ben  was  not  disposed  to  be  rude 
to  anybody  at  such  a  moment  of  fate.  He  took  the 
seat  accordingly,  though  with  grave  looks,  and  then 
there  came  a  gleam  of  triumph  into  Millicent^s  eyes. 

'  How  curious  we  should  have  chanced  to  come 
here  on  this  day  of  all  others,'  she  said,  her  voice 
sinking  to  its  softest  tones.  *  You  told  me  of  it  the 
very  last  time  we  met ;  but,  perhaps,  Mr.  Ronton, 
you  forget  ? ' 

'  Did  I  tell  you  of  this  ?'  said  Ben.  '  What  a 
good  memory  you  must  have  !  but  there  are  some 
things  I  do  not  forget.' 

'  Ah  !  something  unkind  about  poor  me,  Mr, 
Ronton  !  but  if  you  knew  what  I  have  had  to 
go  through  since,  you  would  not  think  anything 
unkind.' 

'  I  suppose  we  have  all  had  a  great  deal  to  go 
through  since,'  said  Ben.  '  Seven  years  !  it  is  a 
large  slice  out  of  one's  life ;  one's  ideas  about  most 
things  change  immensely  in  seven  years.' 

'  Do  they  ?'  said  Millicent,  looking  at  him  with 
soft,  appealing  eyes. 

*  Yery  much,'  said  Ben,  with  a  smile ;  '  so  much 
that  one  looks  back  with  amazement  upon  the  fol- 
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lies  one  has  been  guilty  of.  A  man  says  to  himself, 
'^  Is  it  possible  I  could  have  been  such  an  ass  ?"  Are 
ladies  not  subject  to  the  same  effect  of  time  ?' 

'  lS[o ; — ^ladies  are  more  constant/  said  MiUicent. 
'  When  our  thoughts  have  turned  one  way,  it  does 
not  matter  what  happens,  they  always  keep  the 
same.  We  may  be  obliged  to  change  in  outward 
appearance.  We  are  not  so  free  as  j'ou  gentlemen 
are.  One's  friends  or  one's  circumstances  sway  one 
sometimes,  but  in  the  heart  we  never  change, — not 
half,  oh  !  not  a  quarter  so  much  as  you.' 

^  That  may  be.  I  have  no  experience,'  said 
Ben. 

'  But  I  have,'  said  Millicent,  '  and  I  do  so  want 
to  tell  you.  You  know  I  never  was  very  happy  in 
my  circumstances,  Mr.  Benton.  Mamma  is  very 
kind,  but  she  does  not  understand  one's  feelings ; 
and  when  she  got  me  abroad,  she  had  me  all  in  her 
own  hands.  Yes,  you  are  quite  right  about  the 
change  time  makes.  When  I  look  back  I  cannot 
think  how  I  could  have  done  it.  But  I  was  so 
young,  and  so  used  to  obey  mamma.' 

^  And  a  very  laudable  principle,  I  am  sure,'  said 
Ben,  with  a  polite  little  bow.  '  I  beg  your  pardon 
— I  thought  I  saw  my  brother  and  Mr.  Ponsonby 
coming  up  the  avenue.  You  were  saying, — some- 
thing about  obedience, — I  think?' 

*  You  do  not  think  it  worth  while  to  listen  to 
me,'  said  Millicent. 
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'  Oil,  yes,  surely, — pray  go  on.  I  am  full  of 
interest,'  said  Ben. 

And  then  tlie  poor  creature  looked  at  him.  with 
eyes  which  were  pitiful  in  the  eagerness  of  their 
appeal.  She  was  a  mercenary,  wretched  woman, 
ready  to  barter  her  beauty  for  comfort  and  wealth, 
and  a  fine  house  and  a  good  position ;  and  yet  there 
was  still  in  Mrs.  Henry  Eich  the  same  redeeming 
possibility  that  there  had  been  in  Millicent  Tracy. 
If  he  would  have  taken  her  out  of  that  slough  of 
despond,  she  would  have  been  good,  have  made 
him  a  true  wife,  have  grown  a  gentle  lady,  so 
far  as  it  was  in  her.  To  the  bottom  of  her 
soul  Millicent  felt  this, — ^just  as  many  a  poor  cri- 
minal feels  that  in  other  circumstances  he  would 
have  been  a  model  of  all  virtue.  And  for  her  the 
matter  was  not  one  without  hope ; — marriage  to  a 
woman  may  always  be  a  new  life, — and  the  seven 
years  had  not  dimmed  her  eyes,  nor  taken  the  roses 
from  her  cheeks.  And  by  those  roses  and  bright 
eyes  and  lovely  looks  are  not  a  woman's  fate  deter- 
mined continually?  Again,  it  was  her  last  hope. 
For  though  admiration  was  always  sweet,  yet  to  be 
troubled  with  a  boy  like  this  young  Guardsman,  was 
irksome  to  Millicent  in  her  maturity.  And  to  go 
through  a  round  of  such  boys, — flattering,  wooing 
them,  being  wooed,  —  good  heavens !  was  this  all 
that  fortune  had  in  store  for  a  woman  ?  Therefore 
she  made  one  more  effort  before  she  yielded  to  fate. 
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*  You  were  more  interested,  Mr.  Eenton/  she  said, 
with  soft  reproach,  '  when  we  talked  together  last, — 
oh,  so  much  more  interested  !  If  I  did  not  know 
you  so  weU,  I  could  scarcely  think  it  was  the 
same.' 

*  That  is  true,*  said  Ben ;  *  but  you  taught  me 
some  things,  Mrs.  Rich,  and  I  profited  by  the  lesson. 
I  doubt  whether  but  for  your  assistance  I  could  ever 
have  been  the  man  I  am.' 

*  Ah  !  then  I  have  at  least  something  to  do  with 
you  ? '  said  Millicent.  '  Come  and  tell  me,  will  you  ? 
It  is  not  like  London,  where  one  was  always  being 
interrupted.  In  the  country  there  is  so  much  time 
for  talk.' 

*  But  I  have  no  time,'  said  Ben.  '  After  to- 
morrow I  shall  probably  go  away  again  ;  and  when 
I  tell  you  I  have  profited  by  your  instructions,  I 
think  that  is  all  I  have  to  say.' 

'  You  are  angry  with  me  because  of, — because 
of, — poor  Henry,'  said  Millicent,  with  tears  coming 
to  her  eyes.  *  But  ah,  Mr.  Ronton!  —  ah,  Ben,  if 
you  only  knew  ! ' 

Ben  sprang  impatiently  to  his  feet.  To  him,  as 
to  any  other  generous  man,  it  felt  like  a  personal 
pang  and  shame  to  see  a  woman  thus  humiliate  her- 
self. He  made  a  long  step  towards  the  window, 
with  a  flush  on  his  face.  *  Here  they  come  ! '  he 
said,  though  at  the  moment  he  was  not  thinking 
much  of  their  coming.     And  then  there  ensued  a 
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sudden  inevitable  flutter  in  the  family  wliicb.  affected 
the  guests.  Alice,  who  had  been  charitably  talking 
to  the  Guardsman,  jumped  up  with  a  little  cry  of 
excitement,  and  sat  down  again,  ashamed  of  herself, 
but  with  all  possibilities  of  conversation  quenched 
out  of  her ;  and  Mrs.  Ronton,  whom  Mrs.  Tracy  had 
been  occupying  to  the  best  of  her  ability  to  leave 
Millicent  free  for  her  important  interview  with  Ben, 
was  suddenly  overcome,  and  cried  a  little,  lying 
back  on  her  pillows.  '  Oh  Ben,  my  dear  !  I  don^t 
know  how  I  am  to  bear  it,'  she  said,  holding  fast  by 
her  son's  hand.  Laurie  was  the  only  one  who  was 
perfectly  steady.  He  came  forward  immediately 
from  the  background,  and  raised  his  mother  up, 
supporting  her  on  his  arm.  *  You  will  bear  it  beau- 
tifully, mamma,  as  you  always  do,'  said  Laurie. 
*  Come  and  give  us  our  luncheon.  You  forget  we 
are  not  alone.' 

And  he  supported  her  into  the  dining-room, 
holding  her  hand  caressingly  in  his.  As  for  Ben, 
he  turned  and  gave  his  arm  to  Millicent,  ^  As  if  I 
had  been  a  cabbage,'  she  said  afterwards,  indig- 
nantly. None  of  her  pathetic  glances,  not  the  soft 
little  pressure  of  her  hand  upon  his  arm,  gained  the 
slightest  response.  His  face  was  set  and  stern,  full 
of  thoughts  with  which  she  had  nothing  to  do.  Mrs. 
Tracy  ventured  to  whisper  as  she  followed,  *Ah, 
how  sweet  it  is  to  me  to  see  you  two  together 
again  ! '     But  Ben  did  not  even  hear  what  she  said. 
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He  waved  his  hand  to  Mr.  Ponsonby  in  the  distance 
as  he  went  across  the  hall.  The  beautiful  face  at 
his  side  had  no  more  effect  upon  him  than  if  it  had 
been  a  hideous  mask.  He  was  absorbed  in  his  own 
business,  and  careless  of  her  very  existence.  Milli- 
cent,  in  her  fury,  could  have  struck  him  as  he  took 
her  into  the  dining-room.  "Was  this  to  be  the 
end? 
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CHAPTEH  XIII. 

THE  WILL. 

It  was  Hillyard's  behaviour  at  this  meal  wHcli 
gained  him  the  regard  of  the  various  members  of 
the  Kenton  family.  He  took  such  pains  to  attend  to 
the  strangers,  and  give  to  the  agitated  group  the  air 
of  an  ordinary  party,  that  all  of  them  who  were 
sufficiently  disengaged  to  observe  his  exertions  felt 
grateful  to  him.  Millicent  sat  next  to  Ben  on  one 
side,  but  Hillyard  had  placed  himself  between  her 
and  Mary  Westbury  on  the  other,  and  in  all  the 
intervals  of  his  general  services  to  the  company 
Mrs.  Eich  had  his  attention,  for  which  Mary  blessed 
him.  She  herself,  overcome  by  many  emotions,  was 
but  a  pale  spectator,  able  to  take  little  part  in  what 
was  going  on,  saying  now  and  then  a  languid  word 
to  the  unfortunate  Guardsman,  but  capable  of  nothing 
more  except  watching,  which  she  did  with  a  sick 
excitement  beyond  aU  description.  Mary  was  so 
pale,  indeed,  and  watchful  and  excited,  that  her 
mother  was  alarmed,  and  made  signs  to  her  across 
the  table  which  she  did  not  feel  capable  of  under- 
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standing.  *  She  will  cry  if  she  does  not  mind,  and 
make  a  scene/  Mrs.  TVestbury  said  to  herself;  and 
set  it  all  down  to  the  score  of  Ben,  which  was  true 
enough,  but  not  as  she  thought.  As  for  Ben,  he 
inclined  his  ear  specially  to  Mrs.  Tracy,  who  was  at 
his  other  hand,  and  hoped  she  liked  The  Willows,  and 
that  her  rheumatism  was  better,  and  a  hundred  other 
nothings.  There  was,  it  is  true,  nothing  very  re- 
markable about  this  party,  looking  at  it  from  the 
outside.  They  were  well-dressed  people,  gathered 
round  a  well-appointed  table,  getting  through  an 
average  amount  of  talk,  smiling  upon  each  other  like 
ordinary  mortals ;  but  yet  underneath  how  different 
it  was;  Mrs.  Kenton  was  consoled,  and  ate  her 
luncheon,  sustained  by  her  son  Laurie's  attentions ; 
but  Mrs.  Frank  Eenton  trembled  so  that  she  could 
scarcely  keep  up  the  fiction  of  eating,  and  grew  pale 
and  flushed  again  six  times  in  a  minute,  and  nervously 
consulted  the  countenance  of  her  husband,  who,  very 
silent  and  self-absorbed,  drank  his  sherry,  and  more 
of  it  than  he  wanted  at  that  hour,  taking  little 
notice  of  any  one ;  then,  at  the  other  end  of  the 
table,  there  was  Mrs.  Tracy,  hanging  with  ostenta- 
tious, artificial  interest  on  every  word  uttered  by 
Ben ;  and  Millicent,  very  pale,  with  an  excited 
gleam  in  her  eyes,  casting  tender,  wistful  looks  at 
him,  which  he  never  saw;  and  Hilly ard  talking 
enough  for  six,  helping  everybody,  introducing  a 
hundred  indifferent  subjects  of  conversation,  which 
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ran  a  feeble  course  half-way  round  the  table  and 
then  died  a  natural  death.  Mrs.  Westbury,  one 
of  the  few  people  who  was  calm  enough  to  remark 
upon  the  appearance  of  the  others,  concluded  within 
herself  that,  after  all,  the  strangers  were  a  mistake. 
If  the  family  party  had  been  alone,  their  excitement 
would  have  been  nothing  beyond  what  was  natural ; 
but  her  own  child,  Mary,  who  ought  at  least  to 
have  been  one  of  the  calmest  of  the  party,  sat  by 
that  unhappy  Guardsman  pale  as  a  ghost,  once  in 
ten  minutes  saying  something  to  him,  and  looking 
as  if  she  were  about  to  faint ;  and  all  the  others 
were  equally  under  the  sway  of  agitation  and  self- 
restraint.  When  this  uncomfortable  meal  came  to 
an  end,  everybody  rose  with  an  alacrity  which 
showed  how  glad  they  were  that  it  was  over.  And 
then  there  ensued  another  moment  of  supreme 
embarrassment.  If  the  strangers  had  any  sense 
of  the  position  they  would  go  away  instantly,  the 
family  felt ;  but  instead  of  that,  Millicent  moved  at 
once  to  the  upper  end  of  the  room,  where  there  stood 
upon  a  crimson  pedestal  a  bust  of  the  last  Benedict 
Renton,  and  humbly  begged  of  Ben  to  explain  to 
her  who  it  was ;  and  while  the  others  stood  about 
waiting,  he  had  to  follow  and  describe  his  grand- 
father, and  fulfil  the  duties  of  showman,  Mrs.  Tracy 
rushing  to  join  the  group. 

*  Benedict  Eenton — your  name  ! '  Millicent  said, 
with  again  another  attempt  upon  his  feelings,  while 
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Ben  stood  angrily  conscious  of  the  effort  and  con- 
temptuous of  the  fooling,  scarcely  concealing  his 
eagerness  to  be  at  liberty.  '  And  this  portrait,  Mr. 
Renton  ?  I  can  trace  the  family  resemblance,'  said 
Mrs.  Tracy.  And  all  this  while  Mr.  Ponsonby's 
blue  bag  waited  outside,  and  the  family  murmured, 
standing  round  in  agonies  of  suspense  to  know  their 
fate.  Then  once  more  Hillyard  stood  forth,  vindicat- 
ing his  claim  to  be  called  Ben's  right-hand  man. 

'  Let  me  be  cicerone,'  he  said,  '  Benton,  I  know 
you  are  anxious  to  see  to  your  business.  Mrs.  Rich 
will  take  me  for  her  guide  to  the  pictures  for  the 
moment.  You  know  Mr.  Ponsonby  cannot  wait, 
and  you  are  losing  time.' 

'If  Mrs.  Eich  will  excuse  me,'  said  Ben. 

*  Oh,  please  don't  think  of  excuses  ;  we  can  wait,' 
said  Millicent.  *  Mayn't  we  wait  to  learn  the  news  ?' 
and  she  clasped  her  hands  softly,  unseen  of  the 
bystanders,  and  gazed  into  his  face.  'iS'obody,' 
she  murmured,  lowering  her  voice,  'can  be  more 
interested  than  I.' 

'  So  long  as  you  can  find  anything  to  amuse  you,' 
said  Ben,  half  frantic.  'Hillyard,  I  confide  it  to 
you ; '  and  he  had  turned  away,  before  any  further 
dart  could  be  thrown  at  him.  Then  there  was  a 
hurried  consultation  between  Mrs.  Benton  and  her 
sister-in-law.  '  I  shall  stay  with  them ;  never  mind. 
Of  course  I  am  anxious  too  ;  but  half-  an-hour  more 
or  less  don't  matter,'  Mrs.  Westbury  said,  with  the 
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voice  of  a  martyr ;  and  when  Millicent  looked  round 
slie  found  herself  standing  alone  with  her  own 
special  party,  Hillyard  at  her  right  hand,  and  Mrs. 
Westbury,  with  a  smile  of  fixed  politeness,  behind. 
Ben  was  gone.  He  had  made  no  answer  to  her 
appeal, — he  had  shown  no  inclination  to  linger  by 
her  side.  She  had  put  forth  all  her  strength  for 
this  grand  final  coup,  and  it  had  failed. 

*I  don't  think  Mr.  Ronton  has  improved  in 
politeness  in  his  travels,'  she  said  to  Hillyard, 
unable  altogether  to  restrain  the  expression  of  her 
despite. 

*  He  has  not  been  in  polite  regions,'  said  Hillyard ; 
'  and  everything,  you  know,  must  give  place  to 
business,  now-a-days,  even  the  service  of  ladies.  You 
must  forgive  him,  when  you  consider  what  it  is ' 

*  I  have  nothing  to  do  with  him,'  said  Millicent, 
angrily.  '  I  hope  I  never  shall  have  anything  to  do 
with  so  rude  a  man  ;'  and  then  she  paused,  thinking 
she  had  gone  too  far.  '  You  know  it  is  not  a  way 
to  treat  an  old  friend ' 

'  Poor  Ronton !'  said  Hillyard.  *  He  is  so 
unlikely  to  be  any  the  better  for  this  anxiety,  you 
know, — that  is  the  worst  of  it ;  and  I  don't  think  he 
has  any  hopes  to  speak  of.  He  has  made  all  his 
arrangements  for  going  back  to  his  work ' 

*  You  don't  say  so  !'  cried  Mrs.  Tracy,  with  a  look 
at  her  daughter.  *And  I  can't  believe  it!'  cried 
Millicent. 
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*But  I  assure  you  it  is  true.  No  one  can  know 
better  than  I,  for  I  go  with  him/  said  Hilly ard ; 
*all  our  arrangements  are  made.  But  let  me  show 
you  the  pictures.  This  was  Sir  Anthony  Eenton, 
who  was  a — Master  in  Chancery  in  Queen  EKza- 
beth's  time/  pointing  to  a  respectable  merchant  in 
snuff-coloured  garments  of  the  days  of  Queen  Anne. 
But  the  visitors  cared  nothing  for  the  family  por- 
traits, and  Hillyard's  last  shaft  had  told.  If  Ben 
was  unlikely  to  have  Eenton,  it  was  of  no  use 
spending  more  trouble  upon  him.  They  consulted 
together  hastily  for  a  moment,  and  then  they  turned 
their  backs  upon  the  pictures.  *  I  have  the  pleasure 
to  wish  you  good  morning,  Mrs.  Westbury,'  said 
Mrs.  Tracy.  *  Since  our  friends  are  so  much  occu- 
pied we  will  take  our  leave.  Pray  give  Mrs.  Renton 
my  best  sympathies.' 

*  It  is  to  be  hoped  some  one  will  get  the  money 
at  the  end/  said  Millicent,  with  less  civility,  sweeping 
towards  the  door.  And  thus  the  strangers  were  got 
rid  of  at  last. 

'  I  flatter  myself  I  did  that,'  said  Hilly  ard,  with 
a  chuckle  of  satisfaction.  And  then  he,  too,  took 
his  departure,  and  left  Aunt  Lydia  free  to  join  the 
party  in  the  library,  where  the  great  revelation  of 
the  future  fate  of  the  family  was  about  to  take 
place. 

The  air  of  restrained  excitement  in  this  room 
was  such  that  it  would  have  communicated  itself  to 
VOL.  m.  Q 
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the  merest  stranger  wlio  liad  entered.  It  was  a 
dark  room  by  nature ;  and  a  cloud  had  just  passed, 
as  if  in  sympathy,  over  the  brightness  of  the  day. 
The  window  was  open,  and  the  blind  beat  and 
flapped  against  it  in  the  wind,  which  was  a  sound 
that  startled  everybody,  and  yet  that  nobody  had 
nerve  enough  to  stop.  Mrs.  Ronton  had  been 
placed  in  an  easy  chair  near  the  vacant  fireplace. 
Alice  and  Mary  sat  formally  on  two  chairs  against 
the  wall ;  and  the  three  brothers  stood  up  together 
in  a  lump,  though  they  neither  spoke  nor  looked  at 
each  other.  Mr.  Ponsonby  was  seated  at  the  writing- 
table,  arranging  his  papers  and  holding  in  his  hand 
a  large  blue  envelope,  sealed.  There  was  complete 
silence,  except  now  and  then  the  rustle  of  papers,  as 
the  lawyer  turned  them  over.  The  members  of  the 
family  scarcely  ventured  to  breathe.  When  Aunt 
Lydia  entered  they  all  turned  round  with  a  look  of 
reproach ;  their  nerves  were  so  highly  strung  that 
the  least  motion  startled  them.  In  the  midst  of 
this  silence,  all  at  once  Mrs.  Ronton  began  to  sob 
and  cry,  '  I  feel  as  if  you  had  just  come  home  from 
the  funeral!'  she  said,  with  a  wail  of  feeble  grief. 
There  was  a  little  momentary  stir  at  the  suggestion, 
so  true  was  it ;  and  Alice,  being  at  the  end  of  her 
strength,  cried  too,  silently,  out  of  excitement.  As 
for  the  brothers,  they  were  beyond  taking  much 
notice  of  the  interr i;pfic  n.They  were  now  so  muc  h 
wiser,  so  much  more  experienced,  since  the  day  of 
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the  funeral,  the  last  time  they  had  all  met  together 
in  this  solemn  way.  Now  they  did  not  know  what 
they  were  to  expect :  their  confidence  in  their  father 
and  the  world  and  things  in  general  was  destroyed. 
By  this  time  it  had  become  apparent  to  them  that 
things  the  most  longed  for  were  about  the  last 
things  to  be  attained.  Had  they  been  all  sent  away 
again  for  another  seven  years,  or  had  the  property 
been  alienated  for  ever  and  ever,  the  brothers  would 
not  have  been  surprised.  Whether  they  would  have 
submitted,  was  a  different  question.  Their  opinions 
about  many  things  had  changed.  Their  unhesitating 
resolution  to  obey  their  father's  will  seven  years  ago, 
without  a  word  of  blame,  appeared  to  them  now 
simple  Quixotism.  They  were  scarcely  moved  by 
their  mother's  tears.  He  had  done  them  harm, 
though  they  had  been  dutiful  to  him.  He  might 
now  be  about  to  do  them  more  harm  for  anything 
they  could  tell.  The  uncriticising  anxiety  and 
expectation  which  filled  the  women  of  the  party  was 
a  very  different  sentiment  from  the  uneasy,  angry 
anticipations  of  '  the  boys.'  Few  dead  men  have 
ever  managed  to  secure  for  themselves  such  a 
vigorous  posthumous  opposition.  In  short,  he  was 
not  to  them  a  dead  man  at  all,  but  a  living  power, 
against  which  they  might  yet  have  to  struggle  for 
their  lives. 

Mr.  Ponsonby  looked  round  upon  this  strange 
company,  with   the  big  envelope  in  his  hand  and 
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an  excitement  equal  to  their  own.  He  looked  at 
them  all,  after  Mrs.  Ronton' s  crying  had  been 
quieted,  and  cleared  his  throat.  'Boys,'  he  said, 
hoarsely,  'I  don't  know  what's  in  this  any  more 
than  you  do.  He  did  it  without  consulting  me.  If 
it  is  the  will  of  '54  that  is  here,  it  is  all  just  and 
right ;  but  if  it  is  any  new-fangled  nonsense,  like 
what  I  read  to  you  here  seven  years  ago,  by  the 
Lord  I  will  fight  it  for  you,  die  or  win !' 

This  extraordinary  speech,  it  may  be  supposed, 
did  not  lessen  the  excitement  of  the  listeners.  Alice 
crossed  over  suddenly  to  her  husband,  and  clung 
to  him,  taking  it  for  granted  that  disappointment 
and  downfall  were  involved  in  these  words.  '  Dear, 
if  there  is  nothing  for  us,  I  shall  not  mind  !'  she 
cried,  gazing  at  Mr.  Ponsonby  with  a  kind  of  terror. 
*  Quickly,  please  ;  let  us  wait  no  longer  than  is  neces- 
sary,' said  Ben,  with  a  certain  peremptoriness  of 
tone.  Mr.  Ponsonby  had  settled  down  in  a  moment, 
after  this  outburst,  to  his  usual  look  and  tone. 

*  I  need  not  trouble  you  with  many  preliminaries,' 
he  said;  *you  all  remember  how  everything  hap- 
pened. He  sent  for  me  a  week  before  his  death,  and 
gave  me  this,'  holding  up  the  envelope,  *  and  this 
letter,  which  I  have  also  here.  When  I  remonstrated 
his  answer  was,  *'  If  the  one  harms,  the  other  will 
set  right."  My  own  impression  now  is,  I  tell  you 
frankly,  that  his  mind  was  affected.  Have  patience 
one  moment.     Nothing  in  the  shape  of  a  will,  even 
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in  draft,  was  found  among  Ids  papers,  so  that  there 
is  nothing  whatever  to  set  against  this,  or  ex- 
plain his  intention.  If  it  is  that  of  '54  it  is  all 
right ' 

*  No  more  ! '  cried  Ben ;  '  let  us  know  what  it  is 
at  once/ 

Then  the  law}  er  tore  open  the  envelope.  Not  a 
sound  but  the  tearing  of  the  paper  and  crackling 
sound  of  the  document  within  was  to  be  heaid  in  the 
room,  except  one  sob  from  Mrs.  Renton,  which 
seemed  to  express  in  one  sound  the  universal  thirst 
of  all  their  hearts.  Mr.  Ponsonby  rose  up  as  he  un- 
folded the  paper ;  he  stopped  and  gazed  round  upon 
them  blankly,  with  consternation  in  his  eyes.  Then 
he  opened  the  sheet  in  his  hand,  turned  it  over  and 
over,  shook  out  the  very  folds  to  make  sure  that 
nothing  lurked  within, —  then  caught  up  the  torn 
envelope  and  did  the  same.  And  then  he  uttered  an 
oath.  The  man  was  moved  out  of  himself, — he 
stamped  his  foot  unconsciously,  and  clenched  his  fist, 

and  swore  at  his  dead  antagonist.     '  D him  ! '  he 

cried  fiercely.  This  pantomime  drove  the  spectators 
wild.  "VVTien  he  held  up  the  paper  to  them  they  all 
crowded  on  each  other  to  see,  but  understood  no- 
thing. It  was  a  great  sheet  of  blue  paper,  spotless — 
without  a  word  upon  it.  Mr.  Ponsonby  in  his  rage 
tossed  it  down  on  the  floor  at  their  feet  across  the 
table.  *  Take  it  for  what  it  is  worth  ! '  he  shouted, 
almost  foaming  with  rage.     Frank,  at  whose  feet  it 
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fell,  picked  it  up,  and  held  it  in  his  hands,  turning 
it  over,  stupid  with  wonder.  *  What  does  it  mean  ?' 
cried  Ben,  hoarsely.  Surprise  and  excitement  had 
taken  away  their  wits. 

'  Give  it  to  me  ! '  said  Mrs.  Eenton,  from  behind ; 
and  her  son,  upon  whom  the  truth  was  beginning  to 
dawn,  threw  it  into  her  lap.  It  flashed  upon  them 
all  at  once,  and  a  kind  of  delirium  fell  on  the  party, 
— flouted,  laughed  at,  turned  into  derision,  as  it 
seemed,  by  the  implacable  dead. 

'  It  means  that  there  is  no  will.  I  have  been 
keeping  a  blank  sheet  of  paper  for  you,'  said  Mr. 
Ponsonby  bitterly,  *  for  seven  years.' 

And  then  there  was  another  pause,  and  they  all 
looked  at  each  other,  too  much  bewildered  to  under- 
stand the  position,  as  if  the  earth  had  been  rent 
asunder  at  their  very  feet. 

*  We  never  did  anything  to  him  to  deserve 
this ! '  said  Laurie  suddenly,  with  a  voice  of  pain. 
*  Is  there  no  mistake  ? ' 

As  for  Ben,  he  said  nothing.  His  eyes  followed 
the  gleam  of  the  paper,  which  his  mother  was  turn- 
ing over  and  over  in  her  helpless  hands,  as  if  the 
secret  of  it  might  still  be  found  out.  But  by  degrees 
his  eyes  lighted  up.  Almost  unconsciously  he  made 
a  step  apart,  separating  himself,  as  it  were,  from  the 
audience,  placing  himself  by  Mr,  Ponsonby's  side 
as  a  speaker.  There  was  a  certain  triumph  in  his 
eye.     After  all,  he  was  but  a  man,  like  other  men, 
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and  the  heir ;  and  his  rights  had  been  debated  and 
questioned  by  everybody,  himself  included.  There 
was  a  flush  and  movement  of  satisfaction  about  him, 
—  a  sudden  warm  blaze  out  of  the  absorbing  disap- 
pointment, baffled  hopes,  and  bitter  resentment 
which  were  rising  round  him. 

*  If  there  is  no  will/  he  said,  with  a  deep  flush 
on  his  face,  and  nervous  gesture  of  his  hand, '  Renton 
is  mine,  as  it  ought  to  be.  I  am  in  my  father's 
place ;  and  what  has  been  done  amiss,  it  is  my  place 
to  undo.  I  cannot  believe  that  there  is  any  one  here 
who  doubts  me.' 

While  he  was  speaking,  Alice  uttered  a  little  cry. 
She  had  turned  to  him  her  white  face,  but  without 
seeing  him  or  any  one.  '  Must  we  go  back  to  India  ? ' 
she  said,  with  a  voice  of  anguish.  That  was  the 
shape  it  took  to  the  young  pair.  She  was  pale  as 
marble,  but  Frank's  face  was  blazing  red. 

'  Hush,  Alice  ! '  he  said,  fiercely ;  *  that  is  our 
own  afiair.' 

Ben  made  a  movement  towards  them  in  his  im- 
patience. *  I  have  told  you  you  should  not  go  back  ! ' 
he  cried.  '  I  am  here  in  my  father's  place  to  set  all 
right.' 

*  Stop  a  little,'  said  Mr.  Ponsonby,  suddenly 
coming  forward  with  a  chair  in  his  hand,  which  he 
placed  in  the  midst  of  them,  sitting  down  upon  it, 
amid  the  agitated  group.  '  You  have  not  done  with 
me  yet.     We  have  not  come  to  such  simple  means 
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yet.  Mrs.  Frank,  my  dear,  don't  be  angry,  and 
don't  give  way  to  your  feelings.  Things  are  not  so 
bad  as  you  suppose.  I  lost  my  bead,  wbicb  is  inex- 
cusable in  a  man  of  my  profession.  It  was  a  dirty 
trick  of  bim,  after  a  friendship  of  thirty  years.  My 
dear  young  people,  sit  down,  all  of  you,  and  listen 
to  me.' 

No  one  made  any  change  of  position,  but  they 
all  turned  their  eyes  upon  him  with  looks  differing 
in  intensity,  but  full  of  a  hundred  questions.  Frank 
was  defiant ;  Alice  wild  with  despairing  anxiety ; 
Mrs.  Eenton  crying ;  Laurie  soothing  her ;  Ben  very 
watchful,  eager,  and  attentive.  Mr.  Ponsonby, 
however,  had  entirely  recovered  his  composure, 
which  unconsciously  had  a  calming  effect  upon  them 
all. 

'  Yes,'  he  said,  '  I  lost  my  head,  which  I  had  no 
right  to  do ;  but  I  am  coming  to  myself.  Now,  listen 
to  me.  There  is  no  will ;  and  Ben  from  this  moment 
is  master  of  Eenton,  as  he  says.  But  stop  a  little. 
The  personal  property  remains,  which  is  worth  as 
much  as  Eenton.  I  don't  know  what  I  could  have 
been  thinking  of  to  forget  that.  After  all,  there  is 
really  nothing  to  find  fault  with  but  the  look  of  the 
thing.  The  money  has  been  accumulating  these 
seven  years; — it  has  been  as  good  as  a  long  mi- 
nority ; — and  some  of  the  investments  have  done 
very  well.  The  land,  of  course,  goes  to  the  eldest 
son ;  but  the  personality,  as  some  of  you  ought  to 
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have  known,  is  divided.  It  comes  to  just  about  the 
same  thing.  God  forgive  me  if  I  said  anything  I 
ought  not  to  have  said  in  the  excitement  of  the 
moment.  It  is  shabby  to  me,  but  it  won't  harm 
you,  thank  God  !  I  lost  my  head,  that  was  aU,  and 
more  shame  to  me.  The  wiU  of  '54  would  have 
come  to  much  about  the  same  thing.' 

'  Oh,  Mr.  Ponsonby,'  cried  Alice,  with  streaming 
eyes,  thrusting  herself,  unconscious  of  what  she  was 
about,  in  front  of  them  all ;  '  tell  me,  will  there  be 
enough  to  keep  us  from  going  to  India  again  ? ' 

*  There  will  be  twenty  thousand  pounds,  or  more,' 
said  Mr.  Ponsonby,  '  if  you  can  live  on  that ;  and  I 
could,  for  my  part.' 

Alice,  like  the  lawyer,  had  lost  her  head.  She 
was  too  young  to  bear  this  wonderful  strain  of  emo- 
tion. She  threw  her  arms  about  his  neck  in  her 
joy,  and  wept  aloud,  while  they  all  stood  by  looking 
on,  with  such  feelings  as  may  be  supposed. 

She  was  the  only  one  who  spoke.  Her  husband 
drew  her  back  at  this  point,  half  angry,  half  sullen, 
with  his  disappointment  still  dark  in  his  face.  '  You 
had  better  go,'  he  said  to  her,  almost  harshly ;  '  you 
have  heard  all  that  there  is  to  be  heard.  It  is 
best  we  should  discuss  the  real  business  by  our- 
selves.' 

*  Yes,  come  along,'  said  Laurie,  '  all  you  ladies. 
You  have  heard  it  is  all  right.  You  don 't  want  to 
hear  the  accounts,  and  aU  that  legal  stuff.     We  will 
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manage  the  business.  I  will  take  you  back  to  your 
sofa,  mother,  now  you  know  all 's  right.' 

'  But  is  it  all  right  ?'  said  Mrs.  Eenton.  '  I  don't 
seem  to  understand  anything.  Ben,  will  you  come 
and  tell  me  ?  Have  they  all  got  their  money, — all 
the  boys  ?  And  what  is  Frank  to  have  for  his  chil- 
dren ?  Till  you  have  children  of  your  own,  it  is  his 
boy  who  is  the  heir.  Laurie  is  always  telling  me 
it  will  come  right.  I  would  rather  hear  it  from  the 
rest.  Oh,  boys  !  your  poor  father  meant  it  for  the 
best.' 

'  It  is  all  right,  mother,'  said  Ben ;  '  better  than 
we  thought.' 

'  Ah,  but  Frank  says  nothing,'  said  the  mother. 
^  I  will  not  go  away  till  I  am  satisfied  about  Frank.' 

*  You  heard  Alice,  I  suppose,'  said  Frank,  some- 
what sulky  still.  *  I  do  think  it  is  a  shame  there  is 
no  will ;  but  if  we  are  to  have  our  shares,  as  Mr. 
Ponsonby  says,  I  suppose,  mother,  it  is  all  right.' 

'  Of  course  it  is,  said  Laurie.  *  Come,  and  I  '11 
see  if  the  carriage  is  round  for  your  drive.  You  know 
how  important  it  is  you  should  have  your  drive.' 

*  Your  dear  papa  always  ;made  such  a  point  of  it, 
Laurie,'  Mrs.  Ronton  said,  holding  her  handker- 
chief to  her  eyes,  '  or  else  I  am  sure  I  never  could 
have  the  heart  to  go  out  on  such  a  day.' 

And  thus  the  ladies  were  dismissed,  and  the  bro- 
thers held  their  meeting,  and  settled  their  business 
by  themselves.     It  would  be  vain  to  say  that  they 
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were  satisfied.  Frank,  whose  mind  liad  been  vaguely 
excited, — lie  could  not  tell  why, — and  to  wliom  it 
had  begun  to  seem  inevitable  that  some  special  pro- 
vision should  have  been  made  for  the  only  one  of 
the  three  who  had  '  ties '  and  a  family  to  provide  for, 
had  experienced  a  most  sharp  and  painful  downfall. 
And  it  took  him  a  long  time  to  accustom  himself  to 
the  idea  that  after  all  he  was  not  wronged.  It  was 
a  personal  ofience  to  him,  as  it  had  been  to  his  wife, 
that  Ben  should  look  satisfied.  '  When  he  has  Een- 
ton,  I  do  not  see  the  justice  of  Ben  having  his  share 
of  the  money  too,'  he  said,  with  a  little  bitterness  in 
his  unreasonable  disappointment.  And  Ben  was 
half  displeased  to  feel  that  it  was  not  to  be  his  mag- 
nanimous part  to  provide  for  his  brothers,  but  that 
their  own  right  and  share  remained  to  them  as  in- 
disputably as  Benton  was  his.  His  proposal  was 
that  they  should  return  to  the  will  of  '54,  of  which 
Mr.  Ponsonby  still  possessed  the  draft,  and  a  great 
deal  of  discussion  took  place  between  them.  It  was 
half-past  six  o'clock  before  any  of  the  party  emerged 
out  of  the  dark  library,  where  they  had  spent  be- 
tween three  and  four  hours.  Mr.  Ponsonby  came 
out,  declaring  that  he  was  tired  and  thirsty  and  half 
dead,  and  demanding  sherry  from  the  butler,  who 
was  preparing  the  table  for  dinner.  They  all  went 
in  and  stood  by  the  sideboard,  and  swallowed  some- 
thing to  refresh  themselves.  '  And,  my  dear  boys, 
give  me  the  satisfaction  of  hearing  you  say  you  are 
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contented/  said  Mr.  Ponsonby,  '  before  dinner  comes 
on ;  for  I  sbonld  like  to  be  jolly,  if  I  may.' 

'  I  am  perfectly  satisfied/  said  Laurie  ;  '  and  Ben 
is  bappy  for  tbe  first  time  for  some  years.  As  for 
Frank,  he  must  speak  for  himself;  he  has  been 
dreaming,  and  it  is  sometimes  unpleasant  to  wake 
up.' 

*  If  I  have  been  dreaming,  it  was  not  for  myself,' 
said  Frank ;  '  a  man  with  a  family  is  so  difierent 
from  you  fellows ;  but  if  it  will  be  any  satisfaction 
to  you,  I  think  I  may  say  I  am  content,  since  better 
can't  be.' 

And  then  he  went  up-stairs  abruptly  to  dress. 
Alice  had  been  waiting  for  him  long,  trembling  a 
little,  and  not  daring  to  believe  anything  till  her 
authorised  expositor  of  external  events  came  to  de- 
liver the  judgment  to  her.  It  did  not  seem  right  to 
Alice  that  Frank  should  not  be  the  first  in  any 
distribution  of  prizes  or  honours.  And  yet  she  was 
not  insensible  to  the  claims  of  natural  justice.  '  We 
should  never  have  been  able  to  give  it  up  if  it  had 
come  to  us,'  she  said  to  herself;  'and  it  would  have 
been  contrary  to  all  traditions  of  the  family  to 
disinherit  Ben.' 

'You  always  told  me  he  was  to  have  it,'  she 
said,  when  Frank  came  in,  with  the  remnants  of  his 
sulkiness  still  hanging  about  him.  'You  used  to 
say  if  it  came  to  you,  you  would  give  it  up  to  Ben.' 

'  And  so  I  should,  of  course/  said  Frank ;  '  the 
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thing  is,  the  fellow  was  so  self-satisfied, — with  a 
kind  of  look  of  pleasure  that  we  were  all  cut  out. 
That  was  what  I  could  not  stand.  ^ 

'  But  don't  you  think  he  meant  to  be  good  to 
us  ?  ^  Alice  said,  trying  hard  to  smoothe  her  savage 
down. 

'  Good  to  us,  by  Jove !  but  fortunately  that's  all 
over,'  said  Frank.  '  "We  are  safe  enough.  No  need 
to  worry  yourself  over  those  blessed  children  any 
more.  Poor  little  beggar !  he  won't  have  much  to 
look  forward  to  ;  but  still  you  may  bring  him  up  at 
home,  and  that  is  all  you  care  for,  you  little  goose,^ 
the  young  husband  said,  softening  over  the  happi- 
ness in  Alice's  eyes. 

'  How  much  shall  we  have,  Frank  ? '  she  asked, 
with  a  sudden  relapse  into  prudence. 

'  Let  me  dress  now, — and  go  and  make  yourself 
pretty,'  he  said.  *"We  shall  not  be  so  badly  off; 
there  will  be  something  like  a  thousand  a-year.' 

And  thus  Frank  Kenton  too  acknowledged  to 
himself  that  things  might  have  been  worse,  and  that 
he  was  content. 

But  perhaps  the  strangest  thing  of  all  was  that 
Mrs.  Westbury  withdrew  into  her  daughter's  room, 
and  locked  the  door,  and  had  a  cry,  in  which  Mary, 
over-worn  and  over-excited,  was  quite  disposed  to 
share,  though  for  a  different  reason.  '  I  cannot 
understand  your  uncle  Laurence,'  said  Mrs.  West- 
bury.     '  I  am  sure  I  am  not  mercenary.      I  have 
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given  you  up  to  your  aunt,  and  never  grumbled, 
much  though  I  wanted  you ;  and  you  have  given  up 
seven  years  of  your  life  to  her,  and  he  has  not  left 
you  so  much  as  a  gown.  I  do  feel  it,  my  dear,  for 
you.' 

'  I  am  sure,  mamma,  I  don't  feel  it  for  myself,' 
said  Mary,  with  a  smile.  *  One  does  not  mind  so 
long  as  all  is  right  with  the  boys.' 

'  The  boys  are  all  very  well,'  said  Mrs.  "West- 
bury,  *  but  he  might  have  left  something,  my  dear, 
to  you.' 

*  I  did  not  want  anything,  mamma,'  said  Mary. 
'  But  godmamma  will  not  want  me  so  much  when 
she  has  Ben,  and  oh,  I  do  so  long  to  get  home !' 
Poor  Mary  was  over-done,  over-worn,  excited  by  so 
many  diverse  feelings  that  her  power  of  self-com- 
mand failed  her  at  last.  She  put  her  arms  round 
her  mother's  neck,  and  threw,  as  it  were,  all  her 
weight  of  unexpressed  cares  and  griefs  upon  her. 
'  Take  me  home,  mamma ! '  she  said,  and  wept  in 
the  abandonment  of  weariness  and  disappointment, 
and  that  overwhelming  despondency  for  which  one 
can  give  no  reason,  on  her  mother's  neck. 

Mrs.  Westbury  was  a  woman  fond  of  explanations 
from  other  people,  but  she  understood  her  child  by 
instinct,  '  Yes,  yes,  you  shall  go  home,  my  darling  !  * 
she  said,  soothing  her,  but  without  any  intention  of 
carrying  out  her  promise.  It  was  early  days,  as  she 
said  to  herself.     Before  any  change  was   made,  it 
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must  be  made  plainly  apparent  what  the  rest  of  the 
family  meant  to  do. 

On  the  whole,  the  dinner-table  was  more  cheerful 
that  night.  They  were  all  worn  out  with  excitement, 
it  is  true,  and  signs  of  tears  were  about  the  women's 
eyes ;  but  still  there  was  the  sense  that,  after  all, 
justice  was  once  more  in  force,  and  natural  law  ruling 
their  affairs.  One  man's  will,  fantastic  and  im- 
accountable,  was  no  longer  supreme  over  them.  Ben 
took  his  place  at  the  head  of  the  table  with  a  certain 
glow  of  satisfaction.  '  I  know  none  of  you  would 
have  seen  me  wronged,'  he  said  when  they  were 
sipping  over  their  wine.  It  was  the  first  time  that 
he  had  taken  any  notice  of  the  often-repeated  declara- 
tion of  his  younger  brothers. 

'  Not  if  the  prize  had  been  Great  Britain,  instead 
of  Rent  on,'  said  Laurie  ;  '  though,  to  tell  the  truth, 
the  one  would  have  been  as  great  a  bore  as  the  other, 
had  it  come  to  me.' 

*  Of  course  I  should  have  given  it  up  to  Ben,'  said 
Frank ;  '  but  it  would  have  been  a  struggle  ;  there- 
fore I'm  very  glad  things  have  been  settled  as  they 
are  without  my  help.' 

*  Bravo  I '  cried  lEr.  Ponsonby,  '  that  is  the  best 
sentiment  I  have  heard  to-night.' 

*  Shake  hands,  old  fellow,'  said  Ben,  holding  out 
his  hand.  Laurie  somehow  did  not  count.  The 
world  would  indeed  have  been  coming  to  an  end  had 
he  been  out  of  temper  about  his  rights.     It  was  the 
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younger  and  tlie  elder  who  exchanged  the  grasp  of 
peace  and  mutual  amity.  ^  And,  remember,  Ronton 
is  home  to  us  all,'  Ben  said,  with  moisture  in  his 
eyes.  '  Of  course  my  mother  remains  here ;  as  it  has 
always  been,  with  room  for  all.' 

*  Bravo,  bravo  ! '  said  Mr.  Ponsonby,  *  now  is  the 
time  for  generous  feelings  !  My  dear  fellows,  pros- 
perity is  the  thing  that  opens  men's  hearts.  Don't 
talk  to  me  of  the  benefits  of  misfortune !  Let  a  man 
feel  he  has  his  thousand  a-year,  or  his  five  thousand 
a-year,  safe  in  his  pocket,  and  then  is  the  time  his 
heart  warms.  But  I'd  have  Mrs.  Frank  come  to  an 
understanding  with  Mrs.  Ben  before  I  would  take 
the  invitation  in  too  literal  a  sense,'  said  the  old 
lawyer,  with  a  chuckle  over  his  own  wit. 

'  I  do  not  expect  there  will  ever  be  a  Mrs.  Ben,' 
said  the  heir,  with  an  impatient  movement  of  his 
head. 

*Tell  me  that  this  time  twelvemonths,'  said  Mr. 
Ponsonby ;  and  then  they  all  went  out  to  the  lawn 
to  smoke  their  evening  cigar. 
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CHAPTER   XI  Y. 

THE  END  OF  A  DEEAM. 

If  I  do  not  enter  very  particularly  into  the  family 
arrangements  which  were  made  after  this  settlement^ 
it  is  because,  in  the  circumstances,  so  much  detail  is 
unnecessary.  Had  Ben  been  in  Frank's  position,  a 
married  man  with  a  family,  it  would  of  course  have 
been  needful  that  some  arrangements  should  have 
been  made  about  Mrs.  Reuton's  future  habitation. 
She  herself  was  provided  for  by  her  marriage 
settlements,  and  had  a  little  fortune  of  her  own, 
settled  on  herself,  which  was  something  for  the 
babies  to  look  forward  to ;  and  there  was  a  jointure- 
house  on  the  estate,  known  by  the  name  of  the 
Dovecote,  a  pretty,  small  house,  with  a  view  on  the 
river,  and  only  a  mile's  drive  from  Cookesley,  where 
there  can  be  no  doubt  Mrs.  Renton,  had  there  been 
any  need  for  it,  would  have  been  very  comfortable. 
But  as  Ben  was  not  married,  what  did  it  matter  ?  It 
was  better  his  mother  should  keep  house  for  him, 
as  she  said  in  her  innocence,  than  leave  him  to 
servants.  There  was  a  consultation  held  in  her  room 
VOL.  ni.  R 
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next  morning,  to  the  interruption  of  the  newspaper- 
reading;  but  as  this  was  a  crisis,  full  of  events,  for 
once  in  a  way  she  did  not  mind. 

^  I  would  go  to  the  Dovecote,  my  dear  boy,  if  you 
thought  I  should  be  in  your  way,'  she  said;  ^but 
I  think  I  had  much  better  stay  and  keep  house  for 
you,  till  you  have  a  wife  of  your  own  to  keep  your 
house.' 

*  I  don't  think  that  is  a  very  likely  event,'  said 
Ben.  '  Of  course  you  will  keep  house  for  me.  And 
I  think  you  should  give  the  Dovecote  to  Frank, — 
that  is  one  thing  I  wanted  to  speak  to  you  about. 
I  will  have  it  fitted  up,  and  do  what  I  can  to  make 
it  comfortable,  and  then  you  can  have  the  chil- 
dren always  at  hand  to  amuse  you  while  I  am 
away.' 

^  But  you  are  not  going  away  ? ' 

Mary  was  quite  at  the  other  end  of  the  room, 
working  by  the  window.  It  was  only  her  aunt's 
worsted-work  she  was  doing — not  a  very  serious 
occupation — but  it  always  wanted  a  remarkable 
amount  of  light  when  Ben  was  in  the  room.  She 
was  sitting  there  by  herself,  listening  eagerly,  with  a 
sore  feeling  in  her  heart,  as  of  being  excluded, — she 
who  had  sacrificed  so  much  to  the  comfort  of  the 
family.  After  all,  though  she  was  so  nearly  related, 
and  had  spent  her  life  with  them,  she  was  not  a 
Renton.  Not  like  a  daughter  of  the  house,  whose 
opinion  would  have  weight  and  whose  comfort  had  to 
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be  consulted.  Talk  of  Mrs.  Renton  keeping  the 
house !  The  meaning  of  that  of  course  was  that 
Mary  was  to  keep  house.  But  of  Ben's  house  she 
never  would  be  the  honorary  housekeeper, — of  that 
she  was  sure.  When  she  heard  her  aunt's  frightened 
exclamation,  she  too  looked  up  a  little, — of  course  it 
must  be  only  a  figure  of  speech  about  his  going  away. 
Or  he  meant  going  to  London  perhaps,  or  to  the 
moors,  or  something  temporary.  Ben  came  to  the 
window,  with  his  hands  in  his  pockets,  before  he 
answered.  Not  as  if  he  were  coming  to  Mary.  It 
was  only  the  restless  habit  men  have  of  wandering 
about  a  room.  *Yes,'  he  said,  looking  out,  and 
addressing  nobody,  ^  I  am  going  away.  Of  course  I 
must  go  back  to  my  work.  You  forget  that  when  I 
came  home  I  had  not  the  least  idea  of  what  was  to 
become  of  me.  And  to  throw  away  the  work  I  had 
been  making  my  bread  by  for  six  years,  would  have 
been  a  great  piece  of  folly.  Indeed,  the  fact  is, — and 
I  hope  you  won^t  be  vexed,  mother,  I  assure  you  it  is 
quite  necessary, — I  am  going  to-morrow.  I  must 
finish  what  I've  got  to  do.' 

^  Going  to-morrow!'  said  Mrs.  Renton,  with  a 
little  shriek.  Mary  did  not  even  lift  up  her  head 
from  her  work.  She  kept  on  bending  over  the 
worsted  roses  as  if  they  were  the  most  important 
things  in  the  world;  but  her  heart  suddenly  had 
taken  to  flutter  in  the  wildest  way  against  her  quiet 
breast. 
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^  Yes,  Mary/  said  Ben,  suddenly,  *  don't  you  see 
that  it  is  necessary  ?    I  must  finish  my  work.' 

Mary  made  him  no  answer,  being  intent  on  the 
shade  of  a  pink,  and  he  took  a  few  turns  about  the 
room  in  his  impatience ;  for  his  mother  had  oegun  to 
cry  softly  in  her  bed. 

*That  is  always  the  worst  of  talking  to  you 
women,^  he  said.  'Mother,  can't  you  understand? 
You  can't  go  breaking  off  threads  in  life,  as  you  do  it 
in  your  sewing.  I  must  wind  up  my  affairs.  There 
are  some  things  I  must  see  after  for  myself.' 

'  Oh,  Ben,  after  I  had  made  up  my  mind  to 
something  so  different ! '  said  his  mother.  '  I  did  not 
sleep  a  bit  last  night  for  making  up  how  it  was  to  be. 
I  had  quite  settled  in  my  mind  what  parties  it  would 
be  necessary  to  give.  We  have  not  entertained  since 
your  poor  dear  father  died,  not  once, — but  now  I  had 
been  thinking  there  ought  to  be  a  series  of  dinners, 
and  perhaps  a  ball,  to  give  Renton  its  proper  place 
again  in  the  county,  and  prove  that  everything  is 
settled.  And  now  you  come  and  break  my  heart, 
and  tell  me  you  are  going  away  V 

'  But,  dear  godmamma,  he  will  soon  come  back,' 
said  Mary,  coming  to  the  rescue.  '  He  does  not 
mean  he  is  to  go  on  making  railways  all  his  life. 
He  is  going  to  finish  his  work, — that  is.  what  he  said ; 
though  it  is  disappointing  of  course.^ 

'Because  of  the  ball?'  said  Ben,  looking  at  her 
across  his  mother;    but  Mary  was  not  able  at  that 
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moment  to  take  her  part  in  anj  encounter  of 
wit 

^  No,'  she  said,  ahuost  angrily,  ^  not  because  of  the 
ball.  I  am  not  young  enough  now  to  care  very  much 
for  balls ;  but  because  I  thought  it  was  your  turn  now 

to  take  care  of  god  mamma,   and '   Mary   could 

trust  herself  no  further.  She  went  back  abruptly  to 
her  work,  leaving  both  mother  and  son  in  a  state  of 
the  utmost  surprise  and  consternation. 

'  I  think  you  are  all  bent  on  driving  me  wild,' 
said  poor  Mrs.  Renton.  '  It  seemed  as  if  everything 
was  over  yesterday ;  but  now  here  is  Ben  going 
away,  and  Mary  is  disagreeable.  And  who  have  I 
to  fall  back  upon  ?  Laurie  is  very  kind,  but  he  will 
be  going  too ;  and  Alice  is  nice,  but  I  am  not  used  to 
her.  If  Mary  is  to  be  sharp  with  me  like  this,  what 
am  I  to  do  ? ' 

*  I  will  never  be  sharp  with  you,  godmamma,'  said 
Mary,  who  for  the  first  time  in  her  gentle  life  felt 
herself  driven  further  than  she  could  bear.  'But 
you  must  remember  sometimes  that  I  have  a  home 
and  people  of  my  own.  You  have  wanted  me  very 
much  for  these  seven  years,  and  you  know  I  have 
never  said  a  word, — but  now  that  the  boys  have  all 
come  home,  I  did  hope ' 

She  would  not  break  down  and  cry, — not  for  the 
world,  while  Ben  kept  gazing  at  her  from  his 
mother's  bedside.  But  she  stopped  short  abruptly, 
in  the  middle  of  her  sentence,  which  was  the  only 
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alternative,  and  applied  herself  with  a  kind  of  fury, 
with  trembling  fingers,  and  eyes  blind  wdth  unshed 
tears,  to  the  worsted  work.  Calculating  upon  her 
services  as  if  she  were  a  piece  of  furniture  !  Making 
all  these  arrangements  without  any  reference  to  her  ! 
It  was  more  than  Mary  could  bear. 

'Ben,  speak  to  her,'  said  Mrs.  Renton,  faintly. 
'  Oh,  my  dear,  the  boys  !  Of  course  I  am  fond  of 
the  boys ;  but  what  can  boys  do  for  a  poor  woman 
like  me  ?  Oh,  Ben,  speak  to  her !  You  would  not 
go  and  forsake  me,  Mary,  when  I  want  you  most  ? ' 

Ben  did  not  speak,  however.  He  was  startled, 
and  out  of  his  reckoning.  He  went  to  the  window 
again,  and  stood  opposite  to  his  cousin,  and  gazed 
down  upon  her,  with  his  hands  in  his  pockets  and  a 
look  of  profound  concern  and  uncertainty  on  his  face. 

'I  won't  forsake  you,  godmamma,'  said  Mary, 
with  a  trembling  voice ;  *  but  surely  you  might  think, 
— plan  out  something, — make  some  arrangement.' 
How  hard  it  is  for  a  woman  to  assert  herself,  to 
speak  out  of  a  heart  sore  with  the  consciousness  of 
being  made  no  account  of,  and  not  to  cry  !  It  would 
have  been  easier  for  Mary  to  put  herself  down  under 
their  feet  and  allow  them  to  walk  over  her, — as, 
indeed,  it  seemed  to  her  she  had  been  doing.  And 
they  did  not  know  it!  They  had  endured  their 
seven  years'  bondage,  and  it  had  come  to  an  end, 
and  all  was  right  again ;  but  for  her  the  same  round 
was  to  go  on  for  ever,  and  nobody  even  was  aware 
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for  what  poor  hire  she  had  sacrificed  her  life  and 
her  youth. 

*  Davison,  Miss  Mary  says  she  is  going  to  leave 
us,'  said  Mrs.  Renton,  as  the  maid  came  in.  'No, 
no;  take  it  away.  I  could  not  swallow  it  I  am 
sure  if  I  thought  there  was  anything  in  the  world  she 
wanted,  I  would  have  got  it  for  her,  Davison.  And 
I  always  thought  she  was  so  happy  with  me.  No,  it 
would  choke  me,  I  tell  you.  And  if  she  was  not 
happy  with  me,  there  are  years  and  years  that  I 
might  have  got  used  to  it;  but  to  go  and  tell  me 
now,  just  when  I  want  her  most ' 

'  You  '11  take  your  arrowroot,  ma'am,'  said 
Davison,  soothingly.  '  It 's  just  as  you  like  it, 
neither  too  hot  nor  too  cold.  Miss  Mary  agoing 
away !  That 's  a  fine  joke.  Miss  Mary  couldn't 
stay  away,  ma'am,  not  if  you  was  to  send  her. 
She  's  a  deal  too  fond  of  you.  It 's  just  nice  now, 
just  as  you  like  it.  It 's  all  her  fun,  that's  what 
it  is ! ' 

'  I  don't  see  any  fun  in  it,'  said  Mrs.  Renton, 
feebly.  But  she  was  consoled  by  the  fuss,  and  the 
re- arrangement  of  her  pillows,  and  the  arrowroot. 
'  You  '11  speak  to  her,  Davison,  won't  you  ? — and  tell 
her  I  couldn't  bear  it.  I  am  sure  it  would  cost  me 
my  life.' 

'To  be  sure,  ma'am,  I'll  tell  her,'  said  the 
maid. 

While  this  little  scene  was  going  on,  Ben   stood 
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by  the  window,  always  with  his  hands  in  his  pockets, 
gazing  at  his  cousin,  who  worked  with  fury,  with 
hands  that  trembled,  and  eyes  blind  with  tears.  She 
kept  them  from  falling  with  a  superhuman  effort,  but 
she  could  not  see  anything  but  great  blurs  of  mixed 
colour  on  the  piece  of  embroidery  before  her,  harm- 
less bits  of  worsted  all  dilated  and  magnified  through 
the  tears. 

'  Do  you  really  mean  it,  Mary  ? '  he  said,  looking 
down  upon  her  with  a  look  of  grief,  which  she  did 
not  see,  and  yet  knew  of,  and  was  stung  by  to  the 
bottom  of  her  heart. 

^  1  don^t  know,'  she  said,  ^  Ben.  I  can't  tell.  I 
don't  want  to  give  you  more  trouble.  I  don't  know 
what  I  am  saying.  It  has  all  been  too  much, — too 
much ! ' 

'  Come  out  into  the  air,'  said  Ben.  ^  I  see  it  has 
been  too  much.  We  are  all  such  selfish  wretches, 
thinking  only  of  our  own  concerns.  Come  out  into 
the  air.' 

'  I  think  I  am  more  fit  to  go  to  bed,'  said  Mary, 
and  the  tears  fell  in  spite  of  her.  '  Never  mind 
me.  I  have  got  such  a  headache, — and, — a  bad 
temper.     Never  mind !     i  think  I  shall  go  to  bed.' 

'  Come  out  to  the  woods  instead,'  said  Ben,  with  a 
brother's  tender  sympathy.  '  Never  mind,  mother, — 
she  will  come  round.  It  is  only  that  she  is  worn  out 
and  over-done.  I  am  going  to  take  her  out  into 
the  air.' 
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And  SO  he  did,  though  there  was  nothing  she  less 
desired.  He  took  her  out,  giving  her  his  arm,  and 
suiting  liis  steps  to  hers  as  if  she  had  been  ill.  She 
was  moved  to  a  weary  laugh,  half  of  exasperation, 
when  she  had  been  thus  led  forth.  'There  is 
nothing  the  matter  with  me,  Ben.  Don't  make  all 
this  fuss.  You  make  me  ashamed  of  myself,^  she 
said. 

'  There  is  something  the  matter  with  you,'  said 
Ben.  '  Come  and  sit  down  here,  where  we  can  have 
a  good  talk.  I  see  now,  though  1  was  such  a  selfish 
ass  as  not  to  think  of  it  before.  You  see,  Mary,  you 
have  always  been  so  much  one  of  ourselves,  that  it 
never  occurred  to  me  to  think  of  the  sacrifice  you 
were  making  in  living  here.' 

'  It  was  no  sacrifice  !'  cried  Mary.  '  Don't  make 
me  wretched,  Ben.  I  lost  my  temper,  that  was  all. 
I  thought  you  were  making  all  your  plans,  as  if  it 
were  to  go  on  for  ever  and  ever ;  and  that  I  was  only 
a  piece  of  furniture  that  nobody  thought  of.  Don't 
pay  any  attention  to  me.' 

*  My  poor  little  Mary  !'  said  Ben,  taking  her  hand 
into  his.  He  made  her  sit  down  on  the  root  of  the 
beech,  and  bent  his  eyes  wistfully  on  her,  holding  her 
hand  in  one  of  his,  and  with  the  other  stroking^  his 
moustache,  as  is  the  wont  of  men  in  trouble.  He  saw 
there  was  something  in  it,  more  than  met  the  eye ; 
and  he  looked  at  her  with  a  certain  blank  wistful  ness. 
What  did  Mary  want  ?     If  it  had  been  anything  he 
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could  fetch  for  her  from  the  ends  of  the  earth,  he 
would  have  done  it.  If  he  had  only  known  what  it 
was  ! — or  what  would  please  her, — or  how  to  soothe 
the  nerves,  which  were  evidently  all  ajar.  Mary 
could  not  bear  that  gaze.  Shame,  and  a  sense  of 
humiliation,  and  all  the  sensitive  pride  of  a  woman, 
overwhelmed  her.  Was  there  something  in  her  heart 
which  she  would  not  have  him  discover  ?  She  put 
up  her  other  hand  and  covered  her  face  with  it, 
turning  away  from  him ;  and  whether  any  sort  of 
enlightenment  might  by  degrees  have  penetrated  the 
blank  anxiety  of  his  gaze,  I  cannot  tell ;  for  at  that 
moment  they  were  interrupted  in  such  a  way  as  Mary 
remembered  to  the  end  of  her  life. 

All  at  once  a  rustle  was  audible  as  of  some  one 
coming, — indeed,  of  some  one  quite  near ;  and  then 
there  was  a  little,  hght  laugh.  ^  Oh,  good  gracious ! 
we  have  come  at  an  unlucky  moment,'  said  Millicent's 
voice,  close  at  their  side.  Mary  sprang  to  her  feet, 
drawing  her  hand  away  from  Ben's,  raising  her 
flushed  face  in  a  kind  of  desperation.  Mrs.  Tracy 
and  her  daughter  had  just  turned  the  corner  round 
the  beech-tree,  from  which  Ben  rose,  too,  with  more 
surprise  than  delight.  Millicent  had  put  on  a  white 
dress,  with  no  sign,  except  in  the  black  ribbons,  of 
her  mourning.  She  was  in  the  full  splendour  of  her 
beauty,  excited  into  more  brilliancy  than  usual.  '  I 
am  sure  I  am  very  sorry  if  I  have  interrupted 
anything,'    she    said,   with    the    colour    rising    into 
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her  cheek,  and  a  laughing  devil  of  malice  in  her 
eyes. 

'  Yes,  you  interrupted  a  serious  discussion,'  said 
Ben.  '  Mary  is  worn  out,  and  I  have  been  questioning 
her  about  her  health.  She  has  been  shutting  herself 
up  a  great  deal  too  much,  and  she  denies  it,  as  all 
women  do.' 

*  How  sorry  I  am  !  and  you  were  feeling  her  pulse, 
I  suppose  ?'  said  Millicent.  '  It  looked  the  prettiest 
scene  imaginable,  seen  through  the  trees.  You  did 
not  hear  us  coming,  you  were  so  pleasantly, — I  mean 
seriously, — occupied.  And  have  you  found  out  what 
is  the  matter  with  her,  Mr.  Ben?'  This  was  said 
with  the  air  half-malicious,  half-friendly  of  the  dis- 
coverer of  a  secret.  And  on  the  score  of  this  pretended 
confidence,  Millicent  approached  him  closely,  and 
used  all  her  weapons  against  the  man  who  had  once 
knelt  at  her  feet.  She  looked  him  in  the  face  with 
eyes  as  much  brighter  than  Mary  Westbury^s  as  they 
had  been  in  the  earlier  days, — with  the  sweet  tints  of 
her  complexion  increased  by  exercise,  and  by,  perhaps 
a  little  excitement  over  this  supposed  discovery, — with 
the  morning  air  puffing  out  the  white  frills  and  trim- 
nungs  of  her  dress,  and  ruffling  a  curl  which,  after 
the  fashion  of  the  day,  fell  over  her  shoulder.  The 
mother  had  immediately  appropriated  ]Mary,  who, 
wild  with  shame  and  confusion  and  anger,  stood  at 
bay,  and  was  now  with  difficulty  restraining  her 
inclination  to  burst  away  from  the  intruder,  and  go 
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home  and  bury  herself  in  her  room,  where  nobody 
could  see  her  hot  blushes  and  angry  tears.  Ben  was 
moved  by  a  certain  confusion,  too,  against  his  will. 
It  was  an  awkward  attitude,  certainly,  in  which  to  be 
seen  by  any  stranger  eye. 

'  I  am  not  much  of  a  physician,'  he  said ;  '  but  we 
have  all  had  a  great  deal  of  excitement  lately,  and 
Mary  is  worn  out.     I  trust  it  is  nothing  more/ 

'  Ah,  yes,' said  Millicent.  *  I  know  that;  indeed, 
I  had  thought  I  might  come  and  inquire  this  morning 
as  an  old  friend.  You  forget  that  you  told  me  all 
about  it, — once.  I  thought  I  might  ask,  for  the  sake 
of  old  times,  if  all  was  right  at  last.^ 

*  You  do  me  a  great  deal  of  honour  to  remember 
anything  about  my  aflPairs,'  said  Ben.  *  Are  you  going 
to  the  river?'  and  he  turned  with  her  to  go  down  in 
the  direction  she  had  been  taking.  '  Have  you  a 
boat?' 

'Yes;  the  old  gardener  put  us  across,'  said 
Millicent.  'You  do  not  give  me  credit  for  any 
friendly  feeling,  and  you  always  try  to  get  rid  of 
me,  Mr.  Ren  ton.  Oh,  indeed,  I  can  see  it  very  well. 
I  do  not  feel  angry,  for  perhaps  you  have  had  provo- 
cation ;  though  1  can  see  it  very  well.  But  it  would 
not  do  you  any  harm,  nor  me  much  good — except 
for  old  friendship's  sake, — if  you  were  to  answer  my 
question.     Is  it  all  right?' 

'It  is  perfectly  right,'  said  Ben,  with  a  little  bow. 
'I  don't  know  that  there    was  ever  any    doubt  on 
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that  subject.     I  must  thank  you  for  taking  so  much 
interest  in  us  and  our  affairs.' 

'  That  is  all  you  say  now/  cried  Millicent,  with 
ready  tears  springing  to  her  eyes ;  and  tears  come  as 
readily  from  mortification  and  the  passion  of  anger 
as  from  any  other  cause.  'You  would  not  have 
answered  me  like  that  once.  Ah,  Ben  Renton,  how 
much  you  are  changed ! ' 

'  I  think  it  is  very  natural  I  should  be,'  said  Ben. 
'  You  are  changed,  too,  Mrs.  Rich ;  though  not 
in  anything  external,  —  unless  it  may  be  for  the 
better,  if  that  were  possible,'  he  added,  with  a 
certain  grudge  in  his  words.  The  man  was  but 
a  man,  and  they  were  extorted  from  him  by  the 
beauty  which  could  neither  be  mistaken  nor  over- 
looked. 

'  If  I  am  not  changed  in  externals,  you  may  be 
sure  I  am  changed  in  nothing  else,^  said  ]\Iillicent, 
turning  upon  him  with  a  smile  of  such  eager  sweet- 
ness and  hope,  that  it  almost  reached  his  heart.  She, 
poor  creature !  believed  she  was  winning  him  back. 
The  thought  quickened  all  her  powers,  quickened  the 
very  springs  of  being  in  her.  She  forgot  Mary,  and 
the  attitude  which  for  a  moment  had  driven  her  to 
despair.  So  much  the  better  if  he  had  been  Mary's 
lover, — a  touch  of  triumph  the  more !  '  I  have  had  a 
great  deal  to  endure  since  we  parted,'  she  went  on. 
'  Oh,  you  cannot  tell  all  I  have  had  to  bear  !  And  I 
thought  time  had  worn  me  and  aged  me,  and  that  you 
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would  scarcely  have  known  me  again.  But  nothing 
has  ever  changed  me  at  heart/ 

*Mrs.  Rich,  you  forget  that  this  conveys  very 
little  information  to  me,'  said  Ben,  moved  with  sudden 
vindictiveness.  '  In  those  days  of  which  you  speak, — 
and  I  don't  know  why  you  should  speak  of  them,  the 
recollection  cannot  be  a  pleasant  one, — I  remember 
clearly  enough  what  a  fool  I  made  of  myself.  My 
heart  was  open  enough, — ass  as  I  was, — but  I  don't 
know  now,  and  I  did  not  then,  what  were  the  senti- 
ments of  yours, — if  indeed ^ 

^  I  had  one ! '  cried  Millicent.  ^  Oh,  that  you 
should  say  this  to  me !  And  yet  I  feel  that  I  deserve 
it.  I  acted  as  if  I  had  none.  What  can  I  say  or  do 
to  make  you  know  how  sorry  I  am  ?  Sorry  is  too 
poor  a  word.  Oh,  Ben,  I  know  I  ought  not  to  say  it ; 
but  if  either  then  or  now  you  could  have  seen  into 
my  heart ' 

Her  eyes  were  shining  through  her  tears;  her 
cheeks  glowed  with  soft  blushes ;  her  look  besought, 
implored,  entreated  him.  Poor  soul !  she  said  true. 
If  he  could  have  seen  into  her  heart,  then  or  now, 
this  is  what  he  would  have  seen  there : — If  Ben 
Ronton  will  lift  me  out  of  all  the  necessities  of  my 
scheming,  wretched  life, — if  he  will  give  me  plenty, 
money,  luxury,  comfort,  what  my  soul  sighs  for, — 
then  I  will  do  my  best  to  love  him.  I  will  be  a  good 
wife  to  him, — I  will  be  good  in  my  way, — I  will, — I 
will, — I  will !     She  had  said  all  this  to  God  many  a 
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time  saying  her  prayers,  and  this  is  what  her  heart 
would  have  said  to  Ben,  with  a  kind  of  desperate  in- 
genuousness,— innocence  in  the  midst  of  guile.  And 
he  looked  at  her,  and  the  man's  soul  was  shaken 
within  him.  Something  of  the  truth  became  visible 
to  him ; — not  the  ineffable  charm  of  love.  If  it  had 
been  very  love  that  shone  in  her  eyes, — however  his 
finer  sense  had  been  revolted  by  its  over-frankness, — 
no  doubt  he  would  have  fallen  a  victim.  For  he  had 
loved  her  once,  and  she  had  never  been  more  beauti- 
ful, perhaps  never  so  beautiful  in  her  life.  He  was 
touched  by  her  loveliness,  by  her  eagerness,  by  the 
pitiful  intensity  of  expression  in  her  eyes.  Take 
me, — save  me  ! — she  seemed  to  be  crying  to  him  :  and, 
good  heavens !  to  think  what  one  gleam  of  this  fire, 
one  such  look,  would  have  been  to  him  once !  Ben 
grew  confused  in  himself,  half  with  recollections,  half 
with  pity  ;  and  the  softness  of  success  and  restoration 
was  in  his  mind, — even  of  triumph, — for  had  not  he 
won  a  victory,  and  silenced  all  opposers  ?  His  voice 
faltered  as  he  answered  her,  if  answer  it  could  be  called . 

*  It  is  a  long  time  ago,'  he  said ;  '  one's  very  body 
and  being  alter  you  know,  they  say,  completely  in 
seven  years.^ 

'  But  one's  heart  never  changes,'  murmured 
Millicent.  And  that  was  the  moment  when  Mrs. 
Tracy,  feeling  that  the  conflict  was  not  progressing, 
chose  to  come  in  like  a  watchful  goddess,  who  sees 
that  her  champion's  arms  do  not  prevail. 
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'  My  dear,  we  are  taking  Mr.  Renton  away  from 
his  cousin,'  she  said,  '  and  from  talking  over  family 
matters ;  but  since  we  have  done  so,  could  you  not 
persuade  hira,  Millicent,  to  come  over  to  us  to 
luncheon  ?  You  might  go  on  the  water  a  little ;  you 
are  so  fond  of  it;  and  then  lunch  would  be  ready. 
Mr.  Renton,  you  must  not  think  it  strange  that  we 
are  anxious  to  see  a  little  of  such  a  kind  friend  as 
you  are.  I  always  say  your  ready  kindness  saved 
my  life.' 

Millicent  turned  sharp  round,  and  involuntarily 
clenched  her  hand,  as  if  she  would  have  struck  her 
mother.  *It  is  all  over  nowl^  she  said  to  herself; 
and  never  had  the  battle  been  so  nearly  won.  As 
for  Ben,  the  sound  of  the  new  voice  woke  him  up  in 
a  moment.  He  gave  himself  a  little  shake,  and 
recovered  his  self-command.  Good  heavens !  to 
think  how  near  a  step  it  had  been  to  falling  helpless 
into  the  syren's  snare ! 

*  Thanks ;  but  we  must  turn  back  when  we  have 
seen  you  to  your  boat,'  he  said ;  and  lingered  to  let 
Mrs.  Tracy  join  them.  '  1  have  no  time  for  any  such 
pleasures.  My  mother  thinks  it  hard  enough  already, 
and  I  must  give  her  what  little  time  remains.  I  am 
going  away  to-morrow.' 

'  To-morrow  I '  said  Mrs.  Tracy,  with  a  half- 
sneer  and  a  look  at  her  daughter,  to  which  Millicent, 
flushed,  and  pouting,  and  angry,  made  no  reply. 
^  Then  is  it  a  mistake,  after  all  ?     I  thought  I  heard 
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you  say  all  was   right.      I  beg  your  pardon,  I  am 
sure ' 

'  About  the  property  it  is  all  right/  said  Ben ; 
'  but  I  am  not  the  idle  fellow  you  once  knew  me. 
Those  were  the  only  six  months  I  ever  absolutely 
threw  away  in  my  life.  And  I  can't  give  up  my 
work  in  a  moment  because  I  have  got  back  my 
rights.' 

*  It  was  a  pity  you  threw  away  those  six  months 
you  speak  of,'  said  Millicent.  '  Come,  mamma  ;  why 
should  we  trouble  Mr.  Renton  to  go  with  us  to  the 
boat  ?  Of  course  he  must  have  a  great  deal  to  talk 
of, — to  his  mother, — and  to  Mary, — his  own  people. 
We  are  strangers,  and  have  no  claim  upon  him.' 

'  There  are  some  things  which  one  gives  all  the 
more  freely  because  there  is  no  claim,'  said  Ben, 
with  good-nature.  '  The  path  is  rather  rough  here. 
Mrs.  Tracy,  give  me  your  hand.' 

'  Thank  you,  I  want  no  help !'  Millicent  cried, 
when  he  turned  to  her,  and  she  sprang  over  the 
gnarled  mass  of  roots,  and  ran  down  the  path  to 
the  green  river-bank.  She  stood  there,  framed  in 
by  the  thick  foliage,  her  white  figure  standing  out 
against  the  light  of  the  river, — a  picture  not  to  be 
easily  forgotten.  Emerald  green  below, — green,  just 
touched  with  points  of  autumnal  colour,  here  and 
there  a  yellow  leaf  above ;  —  gleams  of  blue  sky 
looking  through; — one  long  line  of  light  reflecting 
all  the  darker  objects,  the  river,  with  one  boat  lying 
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close  to  the  grassy  margin;  and  in  the  midst  the 
beautiful,  flushed,  brilliant  creature,  full  of  passion, 
and  mortification,  and  an  angry  despair.  She  did 
not  think  it  worth  while  now  to  hide  the  strong 
emotions  in  her  mind,  but  stood  with  her  face  turned 
to  them  as  they  followed,  humiliated,  yet  defiant, — 
the  crown  of  all  the  scene,  and  the  only  discord  in  it. 
Poor  Millicent  !  her  eyebrows  lowered,  her  eyes 
shone ;  her  colour  was  high  with  the  shame  of  her 
defeat ;  and  yet,  beyond  the  angry  glance  in  her  eye, 
there  was  a  tear,  and  the  corners  of  her  mouth 
drooped ;  and,  scarcely  concealed  by  the  hard,  little 
laugh  of  artificial  gaiety,  a  sob  was  sounding  in  her 
throat. 

'  Good-bye,^  she  said,  almost  roughly,  ^  Ben, — I 
will  never  call  you  so  again  !  I  wish  you  luck  of 
your  good  fortune.  It  makes  a  great  difference  to 
most  people  in  tliis  world.' 

^  Good-bye,'  said  Ben,  taking  her  hand  almost 
against  her  will.  ^  It  makes  little  difference  to  me. 
What  has  been  done  has  been  done  by  nature  and 
years.     If  you  should  ever  want  help  or  counsel  that 

I  can  give Well,  let  us  say  nothing  about  that. 

Good-bye ' 

'For  a  time,'  Mrs.  Tracy  added,  with  her  bland 
smile,  taking  his  hand  in  both  hers, — '  till  our  meet- 
ing again/ 

And  Mary,  whose  feelings  all  this  time  had  been 
more  overwhelming  than  can  be  described,  and  who 
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had  followed  mechanically,  with  an  instinct  of  being 
there  to  the  last  to  see  what  direful  harm  mifrht 
happen,  stood  passive  by  his  side,  not  knowing  if  she 
were  in  a  trance  or  a  dream ;  and  saw  the  boat  push 
off  into  the  shining  river.  Mrs.  Tracy  turned  and 
waved  her  hand  to  .them,  bland  to  the  last.  But 
Millicent  never  turned  her  head.  Once  only,  just 
as  the  boat  shot  past  the  long  drooping  branches  of 
the  willow  which  closed  in  the  view,  she  looked  round 
sharply  and  saw  them ;  and  the  rowlocks  sounded 
hollow  and  loud,  and  with  another  stroke  the  boat 
was  gone.  Neither  of  them  have  ever  seen  that 
beautiful  face  again. 

Ben  stood  for  some  time  after  they  had  dis- 
appeared on  the  same  spot,  forgetting  everything, 
gazing  out  upon  the  vacant  stream  and  vacant  sun- 
shine, in  a  curious  vacant  way.  If  it  had  been  put 
to  him,  he  would  never  have  confessed  how  much 
moved  he  had  been.  Perhaps  he  was  himself  un- 
conscious of  it.  But  nature  made  a  pause  in  him, 
manifesting  the  convulsion,  in  her  own  way,  when 
this  woman,  who  had  influenced  it  so  strangely, 
passed  for  ever  out  of  his  life. 

*  Are  you  fond  of  Coleridge,  Mary  ?  ^  he  said  to 
her  without  any  preface,  quite  suddenly,  as  they  went 
up  the  steep  bank. 

'  Of  Coleridge,  Ben  ?  What  an  odd  question ! 
Why  do  you  ask  ? ' 

*  Do  you  remember  what  he  says  ?     And  what  a 
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curious   sense  he   had  of  the  things  that  are  inex- 
pressible,— 

*How  there  looked  him  in  the  face 
An  angel  beautiful  and  bright, 
And  how  he  knew — ' 

'  No,  I  don 't  mean  that, — not  so  bad  as  that ! ' 

'  I  don 't  know  what  you  mean,'  said  Mary,  with 
a  little  shiver ;  and  she  took  hold  of  his  arm  with  an 
instinctive  desire  to  show  him  her  sympathy.  Very 
well  did  she  know  what  he  meant ;  or  at  least  thought, 
hoped  she  did ;  but  denied  it  with  characteristic 
readiness.  He  pressed  the  soft,  sisterly  hand  to  him 
when  he  felt  it  on  his  arm.  Certainly,  there  was  a 
great  sympathy  between  them,  though  nothing  more. 
And  he  did  not  say  another  word  to  her  of  the  subject 
of  the  conversation  which  this  last  meeting  had  blot- 
ted out  as  if  it  had  never  been.  They  did  not  talk  of 
anything,  indeed,  but  went  home  together,  with  a 
silent  understanding  of  each  other  in  which  there 
was  certainly  some  balm. 

Understanding  each  other  !  which  meant  that  the 
woman, — partly, — understood  the  man,  and  had  it  in 
her  heart  to  be  a  little  sorry  for  him  in  respect  to  the 
conflict  through  which  he  had  come ;  and  a  little,  a 
very  little, — which  was  more  remarkable, — sorry  for 
the  other  woman  thus  finally  foiled  and  done  with ; 
but  that  the  man  had  no  comprehension  at  all  of  the 
woman,  and  gave  no  particular  thought  to  her,  except 
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SO  far  as  was  conveyed  in  a  tender,  kindly  sympathy 
for  poor  little  Mary.  Her  life  must  not  be  made  a 
burden  to  her  any  longer  by  his  mother^s  drives  and 
her  worsted  work.  That  was  all  the  progress  Ben 
had  made  in  the  comprehension  of  his  cousin's  heart. 
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CHAPTER  XV. 

AN  UNEXPECTED  YISITOB. 

On  the  next  morning  Ben  went  away  without  a  word, 
no  repentance  of  his  intention  or  lingering  desire  to 
postpone  it  having  apparently  crossed  his  mind.  He 
took  leave  of  his  mother  the  night  before,  for  he  was 
going  away  early.  '  It  will  not  be  for  seven  years 
this  time,-'  he  said,  as  he  kissed  her,  and  was  going  to 
kiss  Mary,  too, — a  formula  which  his  cousin,  with  a 
pang  of  mortification  in  her  heart,  felt  might  be 
better  dispensed  with.  ^  Nay ;  I  shall  see  you  in  the 
morning,'  she  said,  half  terrified  lest  the  blood  which 
she  felt  to  be  scorching  her  cheek  might  'make  him 
think  anything.^  What  should  it  make  him  think? 
She  puzzled  him  a  little,  it  must  be  allowed ;  but  he 
was  not  the  kind  of  man  who  can  think  of  many  dif- 
ferent things  at  one  time.  His  mind  had  been  ab- 
sorbed with  the  business  which  brought  him  to 
Ronton.  It  was  absorbed  now  with  thoughts  of 
what  he  had  to  do  in  the  winding-up  of  his  own 
affairs.  Now  and  then  it  flitted  vaguely  across  his 
perception   that   Mary  had  something  on  her  mind 
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which,  one  time  or  other,  it  would  be  his  business  to 
see  into.  Dear  little  Mary !  Ben  was  veiy  fond  of 
his  cousin.  If  she  had  wanted  a  hair  from  the  beard 
of  the  Cham  of  Tartary,  or  a  golden  apple  from  the 
Tree  of  Bliss  in  the  gardens  of  the  Enchanted  Isles, 
he  would  have  done  all  a  man  could  do  to  get  it  for 
her.  But  he  did  not  know  now  what  she  wanted,  or 
if  she  wanted  anything, — and  that  was  one  of  the 
matters  which  could  wait  till  he  came  home. 

Laurie,  too,  was  going  away  with  Ben,  though 
only  to  town ;  and  the  night  before  they  left  was  a 
night  of  talk  and  recollections  more  than  the  sepa- 
rated family  had  yet  permitted  themselves.  It  was 
true  that  Hillyard  put  himself  singularly  in  their  way. 
Perhaps  he  had  not  had  all  the  advantages  of  the 
Rentons;  but  still  he  was  a  gentleman,  though  much 
knocking  about  the  world  had  taken  some  of  the  out- 
side polish  off  him,  and  he  had  never  shown  any  in- 
clination to  intrude  upon  their  private  talk,  or  make 
himself  a  sharer  in  the  family  communings, — never 
tiU  now.  Perhaps  it  was  because  they  were  just 
setting  off  again,  and  Ben's  family  came  in  for  the 
attendrissement,  which  might  have  been  more  justly 
bestowed  upon  his  own.  But  it  was  ridiculous  that 
he  should  plant  himself  by  iNIary,  occupying  her  at- 
tention, and  pouring  forth  his  confidences  upon  her, 
as  it  seemed  to  him  good  to  do.  They  were  all 
gathered  together  in  the  drawing-room  as  they  had 
been  so  many  times  before,  after  Mrs.  Renton  went 
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to  bed,  with  the  windows  open  as  usual,  the  lights 
shaded,  the  languor  of  the  night  and  its  wistfulness 
and  soft  content  and  melancholy  stealing  in ;  the  half- 
darkness  and  the  soft  breathing  of  the  night  air,  and 
the  fluttering  moths  about  the  lamp,  were  all  acces- 
sories of  the  picture  which  nobody  could  forget.  And 
there  was  a  mysterious  gloom  about  the  walls  and 
the  roof,  owing  to  the  shades  on  the  lamps,  which 
gave  a  more  distinct  character  to  the  half- visible 
faces,  each  in  its  corner,  and  to  the  brilliant  circles 
of  illumination  round  every  light.  They  had  begun 
to  talk  of  their  father,  and  this  last  event  in  the  story 
of  his  will,  which  was  so  strange,  and  so  unlike  all 
his  previous  life. 

'  One  would  like  to  know  what  he  meant  by  it,' 
said  Laurie.  '  Poor,  dear  old  father  I  If  there  had 
been  something  dependent  on  the  issue  of  our  proba- 
tion ;  if  there  had  been  a  reward  for  the  man  that  had 
used  his  talent  best,  like  you,  Ben  ;  or  for  the  man 
who  had  given  him  an  heir,  like  Frank ;  but  all  to 
end  in  this  aimless  way  I  We  have  always  thought 
ourselves  very  sound  in  the  brain,  we  Rentons,  or 
I  know  what  one  might  be  tempted  to  think.' 

'  That  is  what  I  have  thought  all  along,^  said 
Frank. 

'  It  is  not  for  us  to  say  so,  at  least,'  said  the  elder 
brother.  '  I  believe  illness  coming  on  had  confused 
his  mind.  They  say  it  does.  I  don't  think  he  can 
have  been  quite  clear  what  he  was  doing.     And  then 
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he  remembered  at  last,  and  was  sorry, — don't  you 
recollect  ? ' 

^  My  poor  father  ! '  said  Laurie.  And  then  there 
was  a  pause ;  and  in  this  pause,  through  the  dimness 
and  the  stillness,  came  the  sound  of  Hillyard's  voice, 
too  low  to  be  distinguishable,  coming  from  IMary^s 
corner,  addressed  to  her  with  a  volubility  and  eagerness 
which  struck  them  all  with  amazement.  He  had  not 
meant  to  be  so  audible;  and  when,  after  the  first  silence, 
a  little  laugh  burst  from  Alice  at  the  one  voice  thus 
brought  into  prominence,  he  faltered  and  stopped  too, 
as  people  do  under  such  circumstances.  What  could 
he  be  finding  to  say  to  Mary  ?  and  what  could  Mary 
be  thinking  of  to  listen  to  him  ?  were  the  half-angry 
thoughts  that  flashed  over  Ben's  mind.  Of  course  he 
was  a  guest  here,  and  everybody's  equal.  Yet  still, 
it  seemed  to  Ben  as  if,  on  the  whole,  this  was  bad 
taste,  to  say  the  least,  on  Hillyard's  part. 

But  Alice,  though  she  had  laughed  at  the  sound 
of  the  solitary  voice  which  continued  when  they  all 
dropped,  was  eager  to  let  loose  her  opinions,  too,  on 
the  other  subject.  ^I  cannot  see  what  other  will 
could  have  been  just,  now,'  she  said.  '  If  he  had  told 
you  something  to  do,  it  would  have  been  different. 
But  he  gave  you  nothing  to  do  ;  and  how  were  you 
to  know  what  he  wanted  ?  It  was  not  Laurie's  three 
princes,  after  all.^ 

*  And,  now  I  come  to  think  of  it,  I  don't  believe 
in  my  three  princes/  said  Laurie.     'I  have  not  a 
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doubt  they  fought  it  out  when  papa  was  out  of  the 
way.  Fancy  two  elder  brothers  giving  in  to  a  fellow 
because  he  had  the  marvellousest  little  dog  that  ever 
was  seen !  It  came  to  natural  justice,  you  may  be 
sure,  at  the  end,  and  the  strongest  had  it.  And  it 
has  come  to  a  kind  of  natural  justice  with  us,  so  far 
as  law  allows.  Poor  old  father  !  One  used  to  feel 
as  if  he  must  be  so  much  wiser  than  we  were.  And 
it  proves  he  was  as  confused  as  the  rest,  and  saw  just 
as  short  a  way  before  him,  and  stultified  himself,  half- 
knowingly,  like  one  of  his  own  sons.' 

'  Don't ! '  said  Ben,  with  a  voice  of  pain.  He  was 
more  ano;rv  with  his  father  than  soft-hearted  Laurie 
ever  could  have  been,  and  consequently  was  less  able 
to  talk  of  it.  '  Thank  heaven  ! '  he  cried,  suddenly, 
'  I  don't  suppose  it  has  done  any  of  us  any  lasting 
harm.' 

*  No,'  said  Laurie,  out  of  the  silence,  after  a  pause, 
*no  more  harm  than  we  should  have  done  ourselves, 
anyhow,  for  our  own  hand.' 

And  somehow,  in  the  room,  there  was  the  sound 
of  a  sigh  ;  whom  it  proceeded  from  it  would  be  hard 
to  tell— six  people  all  gathered  together  of  a  soft 
autumn  evening,  and  not  too  much  light  to  betray 
them,  it  would  be  strange  if  there  was  not  more  than 
one  who  sighed.  But  Alice,  in  the  shade,  slid  her 
hand  through  her  husband's  arm,  and  said  joyously, 
'■  It  has  done  us  no  harm,  Frank ! '  *  Because  we 
would  not  let  it,'  he  whispered  back  again,  brushing 
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her  soft  cheek  with  his  moustache.  Yes,  that  was 
the  secret.  Have  your  will,  anyhow,  whether  fortune 
permits  or  no ;  and  in  the  long  run  the  chances  are 
you  will  come  out  just  as  well  as  your  neighbour, 
who  allowed  fortune  to  constrain  him,  and  will  have 
had  your  will  and  your  happiness  into  the  bargain; 
bad  social  morality,  perhaps,  but  just  as  good  fact  as 
any  other.  The  young  soldier  and  his  wife  had  their 
little  triumph  unsuspected  by  the  others,  who  heard 
but  a  momentary  whisper  in  that  corner,  which  was 
drowned  by  Hillyard's  more  forcible  whisper,  always 
conversing  with  Mary.  What  did  the  fellow  mean  by 
it  ?  Ben  was  so  disgusted  by  this  '  bad  taste '  of  his 
friend,  that  he  got  up  and  stepped  out  on  the  lawn, 
with  some  murmur  about  a  cigar.  And  the  other 
men  all  rose  and  joined  him,  though  not  with  any 
enthusiasm.  When  they  had  all  trooped  out,  he 
stepped  back  for  a  moment,  and  held  out  his  hand  to 
his  cousin. 

'  Is  it  really  the  case,  Mary,  that  I  am  not  to  bid 
you  good-bye  to-night  ? ' 

'  No,'  Mary  said,  drawing  back,  with  a  shy  hesi- 
tation which  he  did  not  understand;  Mo  you  think  I 
would  let  you  go  away, — so  far, — and  not  make  your 
breakfast  for  vou  the  last  morninij  ?  This  is  only 
good-night.' 

*  Good-night,  then,'  he  said,  but  held  her  hand 
still.  '  What  was  that  fellow,  Hillyard,  so  voluble 
about  ? ' 
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^That  fellow!'  said  Mary.  'I  thought  he  was 
your  great  friend.  Indeed,  it  was  mostly  you  he 
was  talking  about.' 

'A  poor  subject,'  Ben  said,  only  half  satisfied; 
and  then  she  drew  her  hand  away  from  him,  and  he 
w^ent  off  with  a  half- suspicious  glance  at  her,  and 
a  certain  sense  of  uneasiness,  to  join  the  men  out- 
side. 

A  parting  in  the  morning  is  of  all  things  in  the 
world  the  most  detestable.  He  who  would  have  a 
tender  farewell,  and  leave  a  soft  recollection  behind 
him,  let  him  depart  by  the  night  train, — the  later  the 
better, — when  there  is  no  inquisitive  light  to  spy  out, 
not  only  the  tear,  but  even  that  humidity  of  eye 
which  tells  when  tears  are  coming.  Mary's  eyes 
were  in  this  condition  when  Ben  rose  from  his  hurried 
breakfast,  and  came  up  to  her  in  the  full  light  of  day, 
and  of  Mr.  Hillyard,  who  lingered,  though  nobody 
wanted  him.  She  had  kept  behind  the  urn,  feeling 
that,  after  all,  had  she  stayed  up-stairs  and  watched 
him  going  away  from  her  window,  it  would  have  been 
less  unsatisfactory.  'You'll  write  and  let  me  know 
how  things  are  going  on,'  Ben  had  said,  not "  feeling 
particularly  cheerful  himself,  but  yet  approaching 
the  best  part  of  the  wing  of  a  partridge  to  his  mouth. 
*  Oh,  yes,  of  course  I  will  write,  as  usual,'  Mary  said, 
and  he  gave  a  nod  of  satisfaction  as  he  ate.  To  be 
sure,  he  had  to  eat  before  he  started.  And  then  she 
added,  *  You'll  let  us  know  as  soon  as  you  arrive.' 
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And  he  nodded  again  over  his  coffee-cup.  It  was  to 
give  him  his  breakfast  she  had  got  up, — and  what  else 
was  there  to  be  expected?  And  when  the  dog-cart 
was  at  the  door,  Ben  wiped  the  crumbs  carefully  from 
his  moustache,  and  went  up  to  his  cousin,  and  took 
her  hand,  and  bent  over  her.  *  Good-bye,  Mary,^  he 
said,  kissing  her  cheek,  '  take  care  of  yourself.  I'll 
write  a  line  from  town  before  we  start.  I'm  very 
sorry,  now  it  has  come  to  the  last.     Good-bye  ! ' 

^  Good-bye,  Ben ! '  she  said,  unable  to  articulate 

another  word.      The  blood  seemed  all   to  stagnate 

about  her  heart.  Up  to  this  moment  there  had  always 

been  a  possibility  of  something  happening, — something 

being  done  or  said.     But  now  it  was  all  over.     A 

certain  haze  came  over  her  eyes,  and  yet  she  could 

see  him  looking  back  at  her  as  he  went  to  the  door, 

with  an  indefinable  expression.     She  stood  and  held 

by  the  back  of  the  chair,  looking  out  of  the  window 

before  which  the  dog-cart  was  standing,  forgetting  for 

the  moment  that  there  was  any  one  else  in  the  world. 

'  Good-bye,  Miss  Westbury,'  said  a  voice  at  her  ear. 

Mary  turned  round   with  an  impatience  it  was 

scarcely  possible  to  disguise.     '  Oh,   Mr.    Hillyard, 

I   beg   your   pardon !      I   thought   you  were  gone. 

Good-bye  !'  she'  said.     He  was  standing  holding  out 

his  hand  with  his  eyes  bent  on  her,  and  a  glow  in 

them  such  as  even  a  woman  agitated  with  feelings 

of  her  own  could  scarcely  mistake. 

'  Good-bye,  Miss  Westbury.     I  shall  never  for- 
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get  the  days  I  have  spent  here,'  he  said,  and  stooped 
over  her  hand,  as  if 

^Hillyardl  do  you  mean  to  stay  all  day?'  cried 
Ben  from  the  dog-cart,  in  a  tone  which  was  not 
sweet. 

'  Indeed,  you  will  be  late  for  the  train ;  you  have 
not  a  moment  to  lose,'  cried  Mary,  withdrawing  her 
hand. 

He  muttered  something,  she  could  not  tell  what, 
— nor,  indeed,  did  she  care.  '  Not  farewell  yet,' 
was  it  he  said?  But  what  did  it  matter?  The 
interruption  had  so  far  roused  her  that  she  felt  able 
to  go  to  the  window  and  smile  and  wave  her  hand 
to  Ben.  Hillyard  was  still  holding  his  hat  in  his 
hand,  trying  to  attract  her  attention,  when  the  dog- 
cart disappeared  down  the  avenue.  Then  Mary  sat 
down  and  gazed  straight  before  her,  with  that 
poignant  sense  of  unreality  w^hich  such  a  moment 
gives.  Five  minutes  ago  he  was  there;  and  now 
here  was  vacancy,  silence, — a  blank  in  which  life 
lost  itself.  Five  minutes,  and  all  the  world  changed ! 
Her  brow  was  burning  and  heavy  with  tears  unshed, 
— an  ache  which  seemed  physical,  so  hard  the  strain 
and  pain  it  produced  in  her,  went  through  her  heart. 
And  a  whole  long  day  to  go  through,  and  the  birds 
singing  merrily,  and  the  sun  shining,  and  old  Willis 
on  his  way  to  remove  the  remains  of  Ben's  breakfast, 
and  to  spread  the  table  for  the  family  that  remained ! 
'  It  don't  seem  no  good,  do  it.  Miss  Mary,  to  have 
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master  home  so  short,  and  he  been  so  long  away?' 
Mary  started  to  her  feet  at  the  words.  No  good 
indeed?  —  perhaps  harm,  if  one  dared  say  so!  — 
deeper  blank  and  silence  after  the  momentary  move- 
ment and  the  light! 

And  now  to  think  it  was  all  over,  and  that  there 
remained  nothing  but  the  old  life  to  be  taken  up 
again  and  gone  on  with  just  as  before!  If  it  had 
been  night,  when  one  could  have  shrouded  one's-self 
in  one's  own  room,  and  cried  or  slept,  and  forgotten 
one's-seU!  But  it  was  day, — early  morning, — with 
a  whole  heap  of  duties  to  be  performed,  and  people 
to  look  on  while  she  w^as  performing  them.  And 
Mary  felt  sick  of  it  all, — the  duties,  and  the  day- 
light, and  the  life.  Laurie,  who  thought  early  rising 
idiotic,  went  by  a  much  later  train,  at  what  he 
called  a  rational  hour.  And  then  the  house  was  left 
in  its  old  quiet,  but  for  the  presence  of  Frank  and 
Alice  and  the  children,  which  no  doubt  made  a  great 
difference.  When  Mary  went  to  her  godmother 
with  the  newspaper  she  was  questioned  minutely 
about  Ben's  departure  and  his  looks.  '  Did  he  eat 
any  breakfast,  Mary?'  Mrs.  Renton  said,  putting 
her  handkerchief  to  her  eyes. 

'  He  ate  a  very  good  breakfast,'  said  Mary,  with 
a  slight  sense  of  humour,  but  on  the  whole,  a 
greater  sense  of  something  like  displeasure.  Yes, 
he  had  been  quite  able  to  eat  breakfast,  though  he 
was  going  away ! 
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^  And  enjoyed  it,  poor  fellow?'  said  his  mother. 
^  Ah,  if  one  only  knew  when  he  would  eat  his  next 
meal  at  Renton?  And  was  he  cheerful,  my  dear, 
or  did  he  feel  it  very  much  ?  Poor  Ben  !  None  of 
you  think  how  hard  it  is  upon  me !' 

^  You  have  Frank,  godmamma,'  said  Mary,  ^  and 
if  he  settles  in  the  Dovecote  it  will  be  very  nice  for 
us  all.  And  there  is  Laurie  close  at  hand  whenever 
you  want  him,  and  no  one  could  be  more  kind  than 
Laurie ' 

'But  neither  Laurie  nor  Frank  is  Ben,'  said  Mrs. 
Renton  with  decision,  drying  her  eyes — which,  alas! 
as  her  niece  felt  to  the  bottom  of  her  heart,  was 
most  true.  And  then  Mary  read  the  papers,  all  the 
bits  of  new^s,  as  she  had  done  any  day  these  seven 
years.  Had  there  been  any  break  in  the  endless 
round,  or  had  she  only  dreamed  it  ?  It  seemed  so 
hard  to  know :  for  the  interruption,  with  all  its 
agitations  and  pleasures,  had  vanished,  and  every- 
thing was  as  it  had  been  before.  Except,  indeed, 
that  Frank  and  Alice  made  the  dinner-table  cheerful, 
and  took  the  heavy  duty  of  the  drive  off  Mary*s 
hands,  which  was  a  relief  for  which  she  should  have 
been  more  grateful.  But  even  that  showed  the 
difference  between  her  own  life  and  that  of  Frank's 
wife,  though  Mary,  had  she  not  been  driven  to  it, 
was  not  given  to  such  comparisons.  For  her  there 
was  but  the  usual  monotonous  promenade  over  the 
well-known,  too  well-known  country ;  but  Alice  was 
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taken  to  the  Dovecote,  and  even  the  invalid  grew 
interested  about  the  changes  necessary,  and  the  fur- 
nishing and  decorations  of  that  abode.  '  The  Frank 
Rentons  '  had  all  the  pleasant  excitement  of  settling 
down  before  them.  And  Mary  felt  that  it  was  very 
wicked  and  unwomanly  of  her  to  desire  any  excite- 
ment, or  to  feel  so  wearily  conscious  of  the  want  of 
interest  in  her  own  existence.  Would  it  be  much 
better  in  the  cottage  with  her  mother,  who  in  all 
these  years  had  learnt  to  do  without  her,  and  whose 
whole  mind  was  absorbed  in  her  curate-boy  ?  Per- 
haps that  would  not  be  any  better.  And,  anyhow, 
it  was  evident  that  there  was  nothing  to  do  in  the 
meantime  but  to  submit. 

There  was,  however,  an  excitement  awaiting 
Mary  much  nearer  than  she  had  any  expectation  of. 
It  came  to  her  just  two  days  after  Ben^s  departure, 
in  the  afternoon,  when  once  more  Alice  and  the 
children  had  gone  to  accompany  Mrs.  Renton  in  her 
drive,  and  she  was  alone  in  the  drawing-room,  with 
the  window  open  as  usual, — that  window  by  which 
everybody  went  and  came, — everybody,  that  is  to 
say,  belonging  to  the  family.  Mary  was  reading, 
seated  in  her  favourite  chair,  half  buried  in  the 
curtains,  when  it  seemed  to  her  that  a  shadow  fell 
on  her  book, —  a  very  familiar  accident.  It  must 
be  Frank,  she  thought,  looking  up ;  but  to  her  great 
amazement  she  saw  it  was  Hillyard  standing  with  a 
deprecating,  anxious  look  before  the  window.     She 
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made  a  spring  from  her  seat  with  that  one  thought 
which  fills  the  mind  of  a  preoccupied  woman  to  the 
exclusion  of  all  personal  courtesy  and  consideration. 
Something  must  have  happened  to  Ben  !  *  What  is 
it?  for  God^s  sake,  tell  me!  tell  me!'  she  said, 
rushing  out  upon  him,  dropping  her  book,  and 
holding  up  her  clasped  hands. 

'Nothing,  Miss  Westbury,'  he  said,  putting  out 
his  hand  to  take  hers,  with  the  humblest,  softest 
tone, —  a  tone  amazing  in  its  gentleness  from  such  a 
big-bearded,  unpolished  man.  '  I  was  only  waiting 
to  ask  you  whether  I  might  come  in.' 

'  But  you  nre  sure  there  is  nothing  wrong  with — 
my  cousin?'  Mary  cried;  and  then  recollected  her- 
self, and  was  covered  with  confusion.  *  I  beg  your 
pardon;  but  seeing  you  so  suddenly  it  was  natural 
to  think  of  Ben.  I  felt  as  if  you  must  have  brought 
bad  news,  Mr.  Hillyard ;  don't  think  me  very  silly — 
but  godmamma  may  come  in  any  moment  from  her 
drive — you  are  sure  there  is  nothing  the  matter  with 
Ben?' 

'Nothing  at  all.  I  left  him  a  few  hours  ago, 
very  well  and  very  busy,'  said  Hillyard ;  and  then 
once  more  he  added  in  the  same  soft,  subdued,  dis- 
quieting tones,  '  Will  you  let  me  come  in  ? ' 

'  Yes,  surely,'  said  Mary,  though  she  was  trem- 
bling with  the  sudden  fright.  '  But  it  is  so  strange 
to  see  you.  Is  there  any  cliange  in  your  plans  ?  I 
thought  you  were  to  go  to-day/     And  then  a  waver- 
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ing  of  light  and  colour  came  over  her  face  suddenly 
in  spite  of  herself.  This  man,  who  had  no  possible 
business  at  Renton,  surely  could  not  have  come 
alone ! 

*  I  begged  for  another  day,'  said  Hillyard,  follow- 
ing her  into  the  room.  '  I  daresay  I  was  a  fool  for 
my  pains.  It  may  be  years  before  I  return  again. 
I  asked  for  another  day.' 

*  I  am  sure  godmamma  will  be  very  glad,'  said 
Mary,  courteously ;  '  but  somehow  it  was  very- 
startling  to  see  you,  and  not  Ben.' 

And  she  gave  a  momentary  glance  out,  as  if  still 
she  expected  the  otlier  to  appear.  Such  a  reception 
to  a  man  who  had  come  on  Hillyard's  errand  was 
like  frost  to  a  brook.  It  bound  him,  shrank  him  up 
within  himself  He  stood  looking  at  her  with  a 
half-stupefied,  wistful  gaze,  saying  nothing.  Ben; 
always  Ben !  Was  that  the  only  thought  in  her 
mind?  Was  it  possible  she  could  see  him  thus,  and 
meet  his  eye,  and  not  see  his  errand  was  altogether 
apart  from  Ben? 

Mary,  however,  was  so  much  occupied  with  her 
tremor  and  start,  and  curious  little  flutter  of  expect- 
ation, that  it  did  not  occur  to  her  as  strange  for 
some  minutes  that  her  present  companion  said  no 
more.  Slie  took  his  silence  with  the  composure  of 
perfect  indifference.  She  was  not  even  curious  about 
him,  further  than  concerned  her  cousin.  Why 
should  she  be  curious  about  Mr.  Hillyard  ?     But  at 
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last  it  did  strike  her  that  politeness  required  that 
she  should  speak  to  him.  And,  looking  up,  she 
caught  the  expression  of  his  face  and  of  his  attitude 
all  in  a  moment,  and  the  ardent  light  in  his  eyes. 
Such  a  look  is  not  to  be  mistaken.  With  a  sudden 
rallying  of  all  her  blood  to  her  heart,  and  steadying 
of  her  nerves  for  an  utterly  unforeseen  but  unmis- 
takable emergency,  Mary  faltered  and  stopped  in 
her  intended  speech,  waiting  for  what  was  to 
come. 

'  Miss  Westbury,'  he  said,  '  I  might  as  well  tell 
you  at  once  that  I  see  what  a  fool  I  am.  I  have  my 
answer  before  I  have  spoken.  You  think  no  more 
of  me  than  if  I  were  Ben  Renton's  horse,  or  his  dog, 
or  anything  that  belonged  to  him.  I  see  it  quite 
plain,  and  I  might  have  seen  it  before  I  went  away 
on  Wednesday ;  but  there  are  things  in  which  a  man 
cannot  be  anything  but  a  fool.^ 

*  I  don't  know  what  you  mean,  Mr.  Hillyard  ? ' 
said  Mary.  '  I  hope  I  have  not  been  rude.  You 
are  a  stranger  to  us  all.  It  is  only  through  Ben 
we  have  known  you ;  and  it  was  natural  when  I 
saw  you  that  I  should  think  of  my  cousin.  If  I  have 
hurt  your  feelings  I  am  sure  I  beg  your  pardon.' 

In  all  this  she  was  talking  against  time,  hoping 
that  Frank  or  somebody  would  come  in. 

*  No,'  he  said ;  '  I  know  I  had  no  right  to  think 
of  anything  else.  Of  course  I  am  a  stranger.  Ben's 
dog, — that  is  about  it!      I  am  not  sneering,  Miss 
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Westbury.  I  should  not  have  minded  your  calling 
me  so  when  I  came.' 

And  there  he  stood,  turning  his  eyes  away  from 
her,  a  big  strong  man  of  the  woods  as  he  looked, 
abashed  and  disconcerted,  like  a  chidden  child.  He 
gazed  out  blankly,  pulling  his  beard,  with  a  flush  of 
such  quick  mortification  and  downfall  as  a  boy  might 
feel  when  he  sees  his  hasty  projects  fall  to  nought, 
and  yet  a  deeper  pang  underneath  than  any  boy 
could  bear.  Altogether  the  man  looked  so  humbled 
and  sore  and  sad,  silenced  in  the  very  moment  of 
effusion,  that  Mary^s  heart  was  moved.  She  was 
sorry  for  him,  and  remorseful  for  her  own  indiffer- 
ence. It  seemed  almost  needful  to  let  him  say  out 
his  say  by  way  of  consolation. 

'  We  all  called  you  Ben's  friend,'  she  said  ;  ^  his 
best  friend,  whom  we  have  heard  of  for  years.  No- 
body else  could  have  come  among  us  at  such  a  time. 
You  must  not  think  I  mean  anything  disrespectful 
or  unkind.' 

Then  there  came  a  great  burst  of  words  from 
him.  '  That  was  what  I  thought,'  he  said ;  *  that 
you  had  been  used  to  hearing  of  me ;  that  I  might 
have  been  to  you  as  an  old  friend.  I  too  have 
heard  of  you  for  years.  And  look  here.  Miss  West- 
bury  ;  you  may  scorn  me,  but  I  must  say  it,  I  have 
been  in  love  with  you  for  years.  I  used  to  see  your 
letters,  and  think  there  was  a  woman,  if  one  could 
ever  hope  to  get  within  speech  of  her !     And  then 
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I  came  here.  I  ought  never  to  have  come.  My 
heart  was  full  of  you  before,  and  you  may  tliink 
what  it  was  when  I  saw  you.  Don^t  stop  me,  please ; 
it  is  better  now  that  it  should  all  come  out.  You 
were  kind  to  me,  as  you  would  have  been  to  any 
stranger ;  but  you  did  not  know  what  was  in  my 
mind,  and  I  did,  and  went  on  fire  like  a  fool.  There 
now,  I  see  how  it  is.  I  won't  grieve  you  by  asking 
anything.  Only  give  me  your  hand  and  say  you 
forgive  a  rough  fellow  for  taking  it  upon  him  to  love 
you,  before  he  ever  saw  you ;  and  behaving  himself 
like  an  ass  when  he  did.' 

'  Mr.  Hillyard,  I  am  so  sorry,'  said  Mary,  with 
tears  in  her  eyes.  'I  did  not  mean, —  I  never 
thought, — It  is  me  whom  you  must  forgive, — if  you 
can.' 

*  You ! '  said  the  strange  man.  ^  God  bless  you ! 
that 's  what  I  say.  You  and  forgiving  have  nothing 
to  do  with  each  other.'  And  then  he  took  her  hand 
between  both  his,  and  gazed  down  upon  her  with  a 
fond,  lingering,  sorrowful  look,  as  if  he  were  getting 
her  face  by  heart.  '  I  don't  know  why  I  came,'  he 
said,  muttering  to  himself;  *  I  knew  it  would  be 
exactly  so, — just  so.  And  yet  I  wanted  you  to 
know ' 

And  then  the  man  seemed  suddenly  to  forget 
her  pVesence  altogether.  Standing  there,  holding 
her  hand,  he  might  have  fallen  into  a  dream  so 
perfectly  still  was  he.     But  her  hand  was  lost,  buried 
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between  both  his,  held  fast,  while  she  stood  perforce 
by  him.  And  yet  there  was  no  force  in  it,  no 
rudeness,  but  only  a  profound  melancholy  silence, — 
a  sacrifice  of  the  hidden  sweetness  he  had  been 
cherishing  in  his  life. 

'Mr.  Hillyard,'  she  said,  softly, 'you  must  say 
good-bye  to  me  and  let  me  go.'  And  then  he  woke 
up  and  came  to  life. 

'  The  other  hand  too,'  he  said,  '  for  this  once. 
Good-bye,  and  God  bless  you!  It's  all  I'll  ever 
have  for  my  love.     God  bless  you!     Good-bye  !' 

He  did  not  even  kiss  her  hands,  but  held  them 
fast ;  and  then  let  them  drop,  and  turned,  stooping 
his  tall  head  through  the  white  curtains,  and  went 
out  as  he  came  in.  Mary  stood  looking  after  him 
with  an  indescribable  sensation.  Was  he  really 
gone,  this  man  who  had  been  nothing  to  her  barely 
an  hour  since,  and  now  was  part  of  her  life  ?  or  was 
it  a  dream  altogether,  an  invention  of  her  fancy? 
His  heavy  foot  ground  upon  the  gravel  for  two  or 
three  steps  while  she  stood  in  her  amazement  looking 
after  him  ;  and  then  he  stopped,  and  turned  round, 
and  came  back.  But  he  did  not  attempt  to  come  in. 
She  on  the  one  side  of  the  white  curtains,  and  he 
on  the  other ;  stood  for  another  moment  and  looked 
at  each  other,  and  then  he  cleared  his  throat,  which 
was  husky.  '  I  am  not  coming  back,'  he  said,  '  I 
have  just  one  word  to  say.  If  there  should  ever  be 
a  time  when  you  might  think, — not  of  me,  I  don't 
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mean  of  me,  for  I'm  a  stranger  as  you  saj, — but 
that  a  man's  love  and  support  might  be  of  use  to 
you, — they  say  women  feel  that  sometimes,  if  things 
don't  go  altogether  as  they  wish, — then  let  me  but 
know,  hold  up  only  your  little  finger,  Mary, — there  ! 
I've  said  it  for  once, — and  I'll  come  if  it  were  from 
the  ends  of  the  earth ! ' 

And  then,  without  another  word  or  look,  he  went 
away. 

Was  this  the  excitement  she  had  been  wishing 
for,  and  blaming  herself  for  wishing  ?  Mary  ran  up 
to  her  room  in  terror  of  meeting  any  one,  with  her 
heart  beating  wildly  in  her  breast.  Here  was  an 
incident  indeed,  to  diversify  a  dull  afternoon,  a  dull 
life  with!  She  was  so  touched  and  excited,  and 
moved  by  compassion  and  surprise  and  regret,  that 
the  effort  upon  her  was  not  much  less  than  if  Hill- 
yard's  extraordinary  suit  had  been  that  of  a  man 
to  whom  her  heart  could  have  responded.  She  sat 
down  and  hid  her  face  in  her  hands,  and  got  rid  of 
some  of  her  excitement  in  tears,  and  went  over  the 
strange  scene.  How  strange  a  scene !  For  all  these 
seven  years, — her  best  and  brightest, —  Mary  had 
never  heard  the  voice  of  love.  Now  and  then  a  tone 
of  that  admiration  and  interest  which  might  have 
come  to  love  had  just  caught  her  ear  from  the 
outside  world,  but  she  had  been  drawn  back  into 
her  retirement  and  the  deeper  tone  had  never  fol- 
lowed.     And  now,   all   at   once,   here  was  passion 
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of  such  a  kind  as  seldom  startles  a  woman's  ears  in 
these  days.  An  utter  stranger  an  hour  ago,  and 
now, — happen  what  might,  should  she  never  see  the 
man  again, — a  bit  of  her  life!  Mary's  head  swam, 
and  the  world  went  round  with  her.  'They  say 
women  feel  that  sometimes,  if  things  don't  go  alto- 
gether as  they  wish.'  What  did  he  mean?  Had 
he  read  in  her  heart  more  than  others  could  ?  Was 
she  one  to  fall  into  a  longing  for  some  love  and 
support,  some  awakening  and  current  of  activity  in 
her  life,  after  all  youthful  dreams  were  gone  ?  The 
suggestion  moved  Mary  with  a  humbling  sense  of 
her  own  weariness  and  languor,  and  senseless  dis- 
appointment, and  longing  for  she  knew  not  what. 
She  was  not  one  of  those  women  to  whom  somebody's 
love  is  indispensable, — if  not  one,  then  another. 
With  a  cheek  burning  with  shame,  and  eyes  hot 
with  tears,  she  rose  up  and  went  down  again  to  her 
duties,  such  as  they  were.  Henceforward  she  was 
determined  she  should  suffice  to  herself.  This,  after 
the  first  shock  of  emotion,  was  all  the  effect  poor 
Hillyard's  sacrifice  upon  her  altar  had  on  Mary. 
That  he  should  have  seen  that  all  was  not  going 
altogether  as  she  wished !  After  all,  what  better 
had  most  women  to  do  with  their  lives,  than  to  tend 
a  real  or  imaginary  invalid,  to  order  dinners,  to  read 
newspapers,  to  go  out  every  afternoon  for  a  drive  ? 
And  she  had  perfect  health,  and  a  beautiful  country, 
and  plenty   of  books,  and   all   the  poor  people  in 


282  THE  THREE  BROTHERS. 

Renton  parish,  to  occupy  her.  To  think  with  all 
that,  there  might  come  a  time  when  slie  would  want 
a  man's, —  any  man's, — love  and  comfort!  The 
counter-proposition,  that  a  man  should  some  time  in 
his  life  long  to  have  a  woman  by  him,  does  in  no 
way  shock  the  delicacy  of  the  stronger  creature. 
But  what  woman  is  there  who  would  not  rather  die 
than  acknowledge  personally  for  herself  that  a  man 
is  necessary  to  the  comfort  of  her  existence  ?  In  the 
abstract,  it  is  a  different  matter.  Poor  Hillyard ! 
the  immediate  result  of  his  pilgrimage  of  love,  and 
hopeless  declaration,  was  to  move  Mary  Westbury, 
in  a  wild  flame  of  indignation  at  her  own  unwoman- 
liness,  to  the  task  of  contenting  herself,  energetically 
and  of  set  purposes,  with  all  the  monotonies  of  her 
life. 
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CHAPTER  XVI. 

WHAT  IT  ALL  MEANT  TO  LAUEIE. 

When  Laurie  Renton  arrived  in  town,  he  went  with 
the  story  of  his  family's  fortune  and  his  own,  as  was 
natural,  to  the  padrona,  who  had  now  a  double  inter- 
est in  the  tale.  She  had  already  heard  of  it  in  a 
letter  from  Alice ;  but  such  a  narrative  is  naturally 
more  full  and  satisfactory  by  word  of  mouth. 

It  was  in  the  same  house,  up  the  same  stairs,  in 
the  same  studio,  that  Laurie  sought  his  friend.  Every- 
thing was  seven  years  older,  and  the  hair  growing 
thin  on  the  top  of  Laurie's  head,  and  Alice  the  mother 
of  children;  but  neither  Mrs.  Severn  nor  her  studio 
was  much  changed.  She  had  attained,  when  ^ve  saw 
her  first,  to  that  table-land  which  lies  in  the  centre  of 
an  innocent  and  healthful  life,  and  on  which  Time,  if 
he  does  not  stand  still,  moves  with  such  equal  and 
steady  steps,  that  it  is  difficult  to  trace  his  progress ; 
and  as  many  more  years  were  probably  before  her  ere 
there  would  appear  in  the  padrona  any  such  marked 
signs  of  the  passage  of  years  as  those  which  had 
already   left   their   stamp   on    Laurie  in   his  youth. 
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There  might  be  a  few  white  threads  among  her  hair, 
at  least  she  said  there  were;  but  for  all  that  any  one 
could  have  told,  she  might  have  been  wrapped  in 
some  enchanted  sleep  for  all  those  years,  instead  of 
working,  and  thinking,  and  sorrowing,  and  taking 
such  simple  pleasures  as  came  to  her.  The  pleasures 
had  been  less  and  the  sorrows  greater  since  Alice  left 
her;  but  now  Edie  had  grown,  as  everybody  said, 
a  great  girl,  and  the  mother's  heart  was  stirring  into 
life  in  her  development,  to  prepare  for  herself  another 
crisis  and  sacrifice.  It  was  years  now  since  Laurie 
had  returned  from  his  first  self-banishment  to  Italy. 
He  had  come  back  and  he  had  been  away  again  from 
time  to  time,  but  he  had  always  returned  here, — 
'  home  ^  as  he  liked  to  call  it, — and  for  a  long  period 
there  had  been  nothing  in  the  character  of  his  feelings 
which  made  it  painful  to  him  to  come.  How  this 
was  he  could  not  tell.  When  he  went  away  on  that 
forlorn  journey  to  Rome  he  had  felt  as  if  he  never 
could  look  again  upon  the  woman  whom  he  loved  with 
all  his  heart,  but  who,  as  nature  herself  indicated, 
could  never  be  more  to  him  than  a  friend.  She  could' 
not  be  his, — never, — though  everything  in  heaven  and 
earth  were  to  plead  for  him, — and  the  only  thing  for 
him  to  do  was  to  rush  away  from  her,  and  bury  him- 
self and  his  unhappy  love  out  of  sight  for  ever. 
These  had  been  his  feelings  when  he  went  away ; — 
but,  somehow,  they  did  not  last.  Slowly,  by  degrees, 
he  and  his  heart  came  back  to  her  without  any  an- 
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guish  or  despair  in  them.  When  he  returned,  and  went 
half- tremblingly  to  see  if  he  could  bear  the  sight  of 
her,  Laurie  found,  somewhat  to  his  astonishmentj  that 
the  sight,  instead  of  driving  him  wild  with  disap- 
pointed affection,  soothed  and  consoled  and  softened 
him  as  nothing  else  could  do.  Perhaps,  had  it  been 
possible  that  she  should  become  any  other  man's  wife 
the  sensation  would  have  been  different ;  but  there 
had  long  ago  ceased  to  be  any  strong  wish  on  the 
matter  in  Laurie's  mind.  The  old  custom  of  hanging 
about  her  house  came  back  upon  him.  He  would 
come  and  talk  to  her  of  all  his  own  concerns,  and  of 
a  great  many  of  hers,  by  the  hour  together ;  and  not 
of  realities  only,  but  of  fancies, — everything  that  came 
into  his  head.  There  was  the  strangest  transposition 
of  ordinary  rules  in  their  intercourse.  While  he 
lounged  about,  and  talked  and  poured  out  all  his 
mind,  she  would  be  working  on  steadily,  pausing  to 
note  her  effects, — now  and  then  calling  him  into 
counsel  on  some  knotty  point,  responding  to  his 
thoughts,  understanding  him  even  when  he  but  half- 
uttered  his  meaning,  giving  him  a  certain  proof  of 
perfect  sympathy  and  friendship,  more  soft  and  tender 
than  ordinary  friendship, —  and  yet  never  stopping  in 
her  work.  Had  they  been  of  the  same  age,  such  a 
thing  of  course  could  not  have  been  possible ;  but  on 
the  vantage-ground  of  a  dozen  additional  years  the 
woman  stood  calm  and  steadfast,  and  the  man  too, 
his  boyish  fit  of  passion  over,  was  calm.     No  doubt 
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there  was  a  whisper  at  one  time  in  the  artists'  quarter 
that  Mrs.  Severn  was  going  to  make  a  fool  of  herself 
and  marry  a  man  young  enough  to  be  her  son.  But 
as  time  disproved  that  matter,  the  world,  which  after 
all  is  not  such  a  stupid  world,  but  acknowledges,  after 
due  probation,  the  privileges  that  can  be  safely  ac- 
corded to  the  blameless,  held  its  tongue, — or  only 
jeered  innocently  by  times  at  the  friendship.  '  Such 
things  are  impracticable  generally,  and  dangerous, 
you  know,  and  all  that.  It  is  all  very  well  to  talk  of 
friendship  ;  but  one  knows  it  always  falls  into  love  on 
one  side  or  the  other.  I  really  do  believe  an  excep- 
tion ought  to  be  made  for  the  padrona  and  Laurie 
Renton,'  was  what  was  said  in  Fitzroy  Square.  And 
as  the  two  took  matters  with  perfect  composure,  and 
never  looked  as  if  they  supposed  either  the  world  or 
the  Square  to  have  anything  to  do  with  it,  the  un- 
usual bond  between  them  soon  came  to  be  considered 
a  matter  of  course.  It  was  not  such  a  bond  that  the 
man  was  always  at  the  woman^s  apron-strings.  He 
went  away,  sometimes  for  months  together,  and 
travelled  about  in  that  half-professional,  half-dilet- 
tante way  that  suited  Laurie ;  and  then  he  wrote  to 
her,  and  next  after  Alice's,  Laurie's  letters  were 
looked  for  in  Mrs.  Severn's  house.  And  I  will  not 
say  that  there  was  not  now  and  then  just  a  word  in 
them  which  the  padrona  passed  over  when  she  read 
these  epistles  to  the  boys,  and  which  made  her  half 
smile,  half  sigh  with  a  curious  mingled  sense  of  regret. 
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and  amusement,  and  pleasure.  He  would  say,  when 
he  was  describing  something  to  her,  ^  If  you  were  but 
here,  padrona  mia,  I  should  want  no  more.'  Foolish 
fellow !  as  if  she  ever  could  be  with  him,  as  if  it 
.would  not  be  the  height  of  folly  and  weakness,  and 
overturn  of  the  whole  rational  world  and  all  the 
modesties  of  nature.  But  yet,  so  long  as  it  evaporated 
in  a  harmless  sigh  like  this,  it  hurt  no  one, — not 
Laurie,  who  perhaps  loved  his  wanderings  all  the 
better  for  that  soft  want  in  them ;  and  not  her,  as  she 
doubled  down  the  page  at  that  point  with  a  half- 
laugh.  And  when  he  came  home  the  first  place  he 
went  to  was  the  Square.  To  be  sure,  such  a  friend- 
ship put  all  thoughts  of  marrying  out  of  Laurie's 
head,  as  Mrs.  Suffolk,  who  thought  everybody  should 
marry,  sometimes  deplored.  '  Unless  you  send  him 
away,  padrona,  he  will  always  be  just  as  he  is.  He 
will  never  think  of  any  other  kind  of  life,^  she  would 
say  to  her  friend.  *  My  dear,  he  has  no  money  to 
marry  on,'  the  padrona  would  say, — and  so  Laurie's 
heart  had  always  found  a  home  and  every  kind  of 
support  and  consolation  and  sympathy  in  Fitzroy 
Square. 

And,  to  tell  the  truth,  the  money  had  been  rather 
a  difficult  point  with  him  now  and  then.  To  live 
upon  two  hundred  a-year  when  you  have  been 
brought  up  a  Renton  of  Renton,  is  a  matter  which 
requires  a  great  deal  of  consideration.  But  Laurie, 
fortunately  for  himself,  had  no  expensive  tastes,  and 
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he  painted  some  pictures,  and,  what  was  more  remark- 
able, sold  some ;  and  even  found  himself  on  the  line 
at  the  Academy,  thus  carrying  out  his  highest  dreams. 
But  it  did  not  give  him  the  gratification,  nor  cause  the 
stir  he  had  once  anticipated.  It  was  a  small  picture, 
a  little  bit  of  Italian  air  and  sunshine,  and  Slasher 
gave  it  a  little  paragraph  all  to  itself  in  the  '  Sword ; ' 
but  the  people  whom  he  had  once  pictured  to  himself 
finding  out  his  name  in  the  catalogue,  and  calling 
heaven  and  earth  to  witness  that  Laurie  Renton  had 
done  something  at  last,  had  by  this  time  forgotten  all 
about  Laurie  Renton,  or  he  had  forgotten  them,  which 
came  to  the  same  thing.  And  candidly  in  his  soul, 
Laurie  allowed,  that  had  not  old  Welby  been  on  the 
hanging  committee,  probably  it  never  would  have 
reached  '  the  line ;  *  and  had  not  Slasher  been  a  friend 
of  his,  would  never  have  been  noticed  in  the  '  Sword.' 
But  it  sold  for  a  hundred  pounds,  which  was  always 
an  advantage.  The  picture  was  called  '  Feliciello,  on 
Tiberio,'  and  was  the  picture  of  a  dark-faced  Capriote 
guide,  on  one  of  the  highest  points  of  his  island,  point- 
ing out  to  a  fair  English  girl  the  points  in  the  won- 
derful landscape  round.  It  was  Edie  Severn,  who 
had  never  been  there,  with  her  golden  hair  streaming 
round  her,  who  was  the  English  girl.  But  handsome 
Feliciello  had  been  studied  on  the  spot.  And  Mr. 
Rich  of  Richmont, — always  a  great  patron  of  the 
fine  arts, — ^gave  Laurie  a  hundred  pounds  for  it,  and 
thought  it  one  of  his  greatest  bargains.     ^  This  pic- 
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ture  has  a  story/  he  would  say  to  his  guests ;  '  it  was 
painted  by  a  gentleman,  the  son  of  one  of  my  neigh- 
bours in  the  country,  a  man  who  had  never  been 
brought  up  to  make  his  living  by  art.  It  is  quite  a 
romance ;  but  I  hear  matters  are  settled,  and  that  he 
has  come  into  his  share  of  the  money,  and  will  paint 
no  more,  and  I  think  I  was  very  luck}^  to  secure  this. 
My  daughter.  Lady  Horsman,  will  tell  you  all  about 
it.'  ^  About  the  picture  painted  by  a  gentleman  ?  ^ 
Nelly  would  say,  on  being  questioned.  *  Most  painters 
that  I  know  are  gentlemen.  Papa  means  to  infer 
that  he  is  not  much  of  a  painter,  I  suppose/  For 
Lady  Horsman  was  not  fond  of  the  Rentons,  and  had 
never  cared  to  cultivate  their  society.  '  If  you  get 
my  lady  on  painters  she'll  talk  till  midnight,'  Sir 
George  said  out  of  his  moustache.  He  did  not  know 
the  difference  between  a  sign-post  and  a  Titian,  and 
thought  the  one  quite  as  pretty  as  the  other ;  but  he 
was  the  head  of  one  of  the  oldest  families  in  Christen- 
dom, and  Master  of  the  Hounds  in  his  county,  and  a 
great  many  other  grandeurs ;  and,  so  far  as  I  know, 
Nelly  had  the  full  value  for  her  fifty  thousand 
pounds. 

This,  however,  is  a  digression  a  long  way  out  of 
Fitzroy  Square.  Laurie  went  to  the  padrona  with 
his  story,  and  found  her  still  in  a  state  of  excitement 
over  Alice's  letter, — the  second  since  the  event, — 
with  something  in  it  about  Dovecote,  w^hich  w^as  the 
last  new  possibility.     She  had  just  been  taken  to  see 
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it,  and  her  letter  was  full  of  an  enthusiastic  descrip- 
tion of  its  beauties.  '  Think,  mamma,  of  a  lovely 
little  house  close  to  Ronton,  with  a  lawn  sloping  to 
the  river,  and  a  cow,  and  a  pony-carriage,  and  I 
don't  know  what,'  the  young  wife  wrote  in  her  de- 
light. '  And  Frank  thinks  he  may  afford  himself  a 
hunter,  and  there  is  the  sweetest  honeysuckle  room 
for  Edie  and  you  ! '  The  padrona,  being  mother  to 
the  being  upon  whom  this  glorious  prospect  was  open- 
ing, was  more  interested  at  first  in  the  Dovecote  than 
in  anything  Laurie  had  to  say. 

'  To  think  one  has  only  to  take  the  train  and  be 
with  her  in  an  hour, — after  being  so  far  away  for, — 
a  lifetime ! '  the  padrona  said,  with  tears  in  her  eyes. 

'  Only  six  years,'  said  Laurie ;  '  but  never  mind  ; 
after  Alice  has  had  her  turn  perhaps  you  will  think 
of  me.' 

'  When  you  know  I  always  think  of  you  I '  said 
Mrs.  Severn,  '  it  becomes  you  to  be  exigeant,  Laurie  ! 
and  you  are  not  going  to  have  a  cow,  and  a  pony- 
carriage,  and  everything  that  is  most  delightful  on  the 
face  of  the  earth.  Think  of  Alice  having  a  cow! 
You  are  so  terribly  hlasd,  it  does  not  seem  to  strike 
you.  And  Edie  is  out,  the  child,  so  that  there  is  no 
one  to  be  glad  but  me.' 

'  It  does  not  strike  me  at  all,'  said  Laurie.  *  If 
she  had  a  dozen  cows,  I  think  I  could  bear  it.  But 
some  day  I  must  take  you  to  see  Dovecote,  padrona, 
since  you  like  it  so  much.' 
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^  I  wish  they  had  had  Feliciello/  said  Mrs. 
Severn,  ^  if  one  had  known  you  were  all  to  be  so 
wxll  off, — it  would  have  pleased  Frank.' 

'  Frank  will  like  some  of  those  vile  chromos  just 
as  well/  said  Laurie.  '  I'll  buy  him  a  few,  I  think. 
And  I  mean  to  bring  Ben  to  see  you  to-night;  then 
you  will  know  us  all.  Not  that  there  will  be  any 
intense  gratification  in  that ;  but  you'll  like  Ben.  He 
is  made  of  different  stuff  from  the  rest  of  us.  There 
is  more  in  him.  He  is  not  so  cheeky  as  Frank ;  and 
he  is  another  sort  of  fellow,  to  be  sure,  from  a 
good-for-nothing  like  me.' 

'  Laurie,  there  is  something  the  matter,^  said  the 
padrona,  turning  upon  him  with  her  palette  in  her 
hand.  She  knew  all  his  tones  like  the  notes  in  music, 
and  heard  the  far-off  quiver  of  one  of  his  fits  of  de- 
spondency already  vibrating  in  the  quiet.  '  Is  not 
this  as  good  for  you  as  for  the  rest  ? ' 

'  Oh,  yes,  quite  as  good,'  he  said  abruptly,  with 
his  eyes  on  her  work.  '  You  are  putting  too  much 
yellow  in  that  light.' 

'  Am  I  ?  but  that  is  not  the  question.  Laurie, 
never  mind  the  light,  but  tell  me  what  is  wrong.' 

*  I  must  mind  the  light,'  he  said.  *  If  I  can't  put 
you  right  when  you  get  into  a  mess,  what  is  the  good 
of  me  ?  It's  all  wrong  and  it's  all  right,  padrona  mia, 
and  I  don't  know  that  it  matters  much  one  way  or 
another ;  but  I  don't  quite  like  your  shadows.  With 
that  tone  of  light  they  should  have  more   blue   in 
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them/  he  went  on,  gazing  at  the  picture  and  shading 
his  eyes  with  his  hand. 

^  But  it  will  make  a  great  difference  in  your  life,' 
said  Mrs.  Severn,  putting  down  her  tools  and  drawing 
a  chair  near  to  where  he  sat. 

'  That  is  just  it,'  he  said ;  '  it  will  make  no  dif- 
ference to  speak  of.  It  is  a  great  thing  for  Ben ;  and 
for  Frank,  too,  it  will  be  everything.  You  can  see 
that  clearly.  But  what  difference  will  it  make  to  me  ? 
More  money  to  spend,  perhaps,  and  better  rooms  to 
live  in ;  but  no  sort  of  expansion  or  widening-out  of 
life.  That's  not  possible,  you  know.  It  was  put  a 
stop  to  once,  and  no  change  that  I  know  of  can  effect 
it  now.' 

^  You  cannot  mean  to  reproach  me,  Laurie  ?  '  said 
the  padrona. 

'  No,^  he  said,  still  fixedly  gazing  at  the  picture  ; 
'  I  don't  reproach  you.  Being  you,  perhaps  you 
could  have  done  nothing  else.  I  am  not  complaining 
of  anybody ;  but  this  is  how  it  is, — you  see  it  for 
yourself.' 

^Laurie,  listen  to  me,'  she  said,  with  eagerness,  lay- 
ing her  hand  on  his  arm.  *I  have  wanted  to  speak  to 
you  for  long,  and  never  liked  to  begin  the  subject. 
You  must  make  an  effort  to  break  this  spell.  I  did 
nbt  say  a  word  as  long  as  you  were  poor, — for  what 
could  you  do  ? — and  I  thought  I  was  always  some 
consolation  to  you;  but  now  that  you  have  money 
enough,  and  can  make  a  new  beginning, — Laurie,  do 
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you  know,  I  think  it  would  be  better  for  you  to  go 
away  from  me.'  • 

'  What,  go  away  again  ?  ^  he  said,  with  a  half- 
smile,  '  as  I  did  when  I  went  to  Rome  ?  Xo,  thei'e 
is  no  such  occasion  now.' 

*  Of  course  there  is  no  such  occasion  now, — that 
dream  has  passed  away,  as  all  dreams  do, — but, 
Laurie,  for  that  very  reason  I  speak.  Even  what 
you  were  so  foolish  as  to  wish  then  you  don't  wish 
now.^ 

She  made  a  momentary  pause,  but  he  gave  no 
answer.  It  was  quite  true.  He  was  not  in  love  with 
her  any  longer, — though  she  was  the  creature  dearest 
to  him  in  the  world.  Nor  did  he  any  longer  want 
to  appropriate  or  bind  her  closer  to  himself.  He 
would  not  have  admitted  this  change  in  words,  but  it 
was  true. 

^  I  don't  think  in  the  least  that  you  have  ceased  to 
care  for  me,'  she  continued  ;  ^  but  it  is  different, — it 
is  not  in  that  way.  And  you  are  getting  not  to  care 
much  what  happens.  We  talk  over  it,  and  come 
to  our  conclusions  ;  and  after  that,  good  and  evil  are 
much  the  same  to  you.  That  is  why  I  think  you 
should  go  away, — not  to  Italy,  as  you  did  before,  but 
out  of  this  neighbourhood,  to  some  place  like  the  one 
you  used  to  live  in,  and  go  back  into  the  world.' 

*  Why,  I  vronder  ?  ^  said  Laurie.  '  The  world  and 
I  had  never  much  to  say  to  each  other.  And  at 
least  I  have  some  comfort  in  mv  life  here.' 
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'  Too  much,  a  great  deal/  said  the  padrona,  with 
a  smile.  *  You  know  you  cart  always  come  to  me, 
whether  it  is  a  pin  that  pricks,  or  a  storm  that  over- 
takes you.  I  am  fond  of  you ;  and  you  can  always 
reckon  on  my  sympathy.^ 

'  Always ! '  said  Laurie,  stooping  to  kiss  the  hand 
she  had  laid  on  his  arm. 

*  Yes ;  but  that  is  not  good  for  you,'  said  Mrs . 
Severn,  hastily  withdrawing  her  hand.  ^  Now  is  the 
moment  to  preach  you  Helen  Suffolk's  little  sermon. 
She  says  you  will  never  marry  so  long  as  you  are 
constantly  here.' 

*  Marry ! '  said  Laurie,  looking  at  her,  and  then 
turning  his  head  away  with  a  half-contemptuous  im- 
patience. 

^  Well,  marry.  Why  should  not  I  say  so  ?  If  I 
have  stood  in  your  way,  unwillingly,  unfortunately, 
once,  why  should  that  shut  up  all  your  life  ?  Laurie, 
if  I  were  to  ask  you  to  reconsider  all  this,  and  make 
a  difference, — for  my  sake  ?  ' 

*  I  could  not  marry  even  for  your  sake,'  he  said, 
turning  to  her  with  a  sudden  laugh ;  '  though  there 
is  no  other  inducement  I  would  do  so  much  for.  Tell 
me  something  else  to  do  to  show  my  devotion,  and 
let  everything  go  on  as  it  was  before.' 

'  Not  as  it  was  before,'  said  Mrs.  Severn.  '  This 
atmosphere  might  be  good  enough  for  you  when  you 
were  poor.  At  least,  it  did  you  no  harm  ;  but  now  I 
want  you  to  go  back  into  the  world.' 
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^You  want  me  to  be  wretched,  I  think,'  said 
Laurie.  ^I  have  got  used  to  this  atmosphere,  as 
you  call  it ;  and  it  suits  me.  But  I  have  forgotten 
all  about  the  world.  What  have  I  done  that  I 
should  be  sent  back  among  people  who  have  forgotten 
me,  to  mix  myself  up  with  things  in  which  I  take 
no  interest  ?  Padrona,  in  this  you  do  not  show  your 
usual  wisdom.  Let  us  return  to  the  question  of  the 
light' 

^  Not  yet,'  she  said.  ^  It  is  because  I  am  anxious 
about  you  that  I  speak.  This  is  such  a  point  in  your 
life;  a  new  beginning, —  anything  you  please  to 
make  it, — and  you  feel  yourself  how  hard  it  is  to 
think  that  it  w^ill  make  no  difference.  Laurie, 
what  I  want  you  to  do  is  to  break  this  thread 
of  association,  and  turn  your  back  upon  the 
past.' 

He  turned  and  looked  at  her  as  she  spoke,  and 
their  eyes  met ;  — hers  earnest  and  steady ;  his  with 
a  smile,  which  was  full  of  tenderness,  and  a  kind 
of  playful  melancholy  dawning  in  them.  ^  But  that 
is  not  what  I  want  you  to  do,'  he  said,  the  smile 
growing  as  he  met  her  gaze.  She  turned  away  with 
a  little  impatient  exclamation.  It  was  not  the  kind 
of  reply  she  had  looked  for. 

^You  are  provoking,  Laurie,'  she  said.  'You 
have  regained  the  ground  you  stood  on  seven  years 
ago,  and  why  should  you  refuse  to  recall  the  cir- 
cumstances too?' 
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^  And  make  the  seven  years  as  if  they  had  never 
been  ? ' 

^  I  think  you  might,  in  a  great  measure,'  said 
the  padrona,  with  a  little  flush  on  her  cheek,  '  though 
you  laugh.  Nothing  has  happened  in  those  seven 
years.  Yes,  I  grant  you,  you  have  felt  some  things 
as  you  never  did  before,  and  learned  a  great  many 
things.  But  nothing  has  happened,  Laurie.  Nothing 
has  occurred  either  to  tie  up  your  freedom  in  any 
way,  or  to  leave  rankling  recollections  in  your  mind. 
There  has  been  no  fact  which  could  fetter  you. 
Indeed, — for  all  that  has  come  and  gone, — your  life 
might  be  safer  to  begin  anew  than  that  of  any  man  I 
know.' 

^Well,  that  is  hard!'  said  Laurie,  with  more 
energy  than  he  had  yet  shown ;  '  the  present  is  not 
much,  the  future  I  take  no  particular  interest  in,  and 
you  ask  me  to  agree  that  there  is  nothing  in  the 
past!  What  has  been  the  good  of  me  altogether, 
then?  Nobody  will  say  that  it  has  been  worth  a 
man's  while  to  live  in  order  to  produce  '  Feliciello.' 
Padrona,  this  is  very  poor  consolation, — the  poorest 
I  ever  knew  you  to  give.' 

'1  did  not  mean  it  so,  Laurie.' 

'  No,  you  did  not  mean  it,'  he  said  ;  ^  you  did  not 
ihink  that  the  past, — such  as  it  is, — is  all  I  have. 
Of  course  I  might  now  go  back  to  Kensington  Gore, 
as  you  tell  me,  or  somewhere  else ;  and  go  to  a  few 
parties  next  season,  perhaps.     Fine  fate!     Didn't  I 
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tell  you  how  I  used  to  anticipate  people  finding  my 
name  in  the  Academy  catalogue,  and  standing  and 
staring  at  Laurie  Renton's  picture  ?  and  now  I  can't, 
for  the  life  of  me,  remember  who  the  people  were 
I  so  thought  of!  That's  encouraging  for  a  return  to 
old  ways.  Let's  say  no  more  about  it,^  said  Laurie, 
getting  up  and  following  his  friend  to  her  easel. 
'  After  all,  the  boys  and  Edie  shall  have  some 
pleasure  out  of  the  money,  and  then  it  will  not  be 
quite  lost.' 

'The  boys  and  Edie  must  not  get  into  the  way 
of  looking  to  you  for  pleasure/  said  the  padrona, 
quickly ;  '  neither  for  you  nor  them  would  that  be 
good.' 

'  There  it  is  now  I '  cried  Laurie,  '  proof  upon 
proof  how  little  I  am  the  better  for  what  has  hap- 
pened. You  cannot  work  for  ever,  padrona ;  but  if 
I  had  all  the  gold-mines  that  ever  were  dreamt  of 
you  would  not  take  anything  from  me  ;  and  what 
is  the  good  of  my  having  it,  I  should  like  to 
know  ? ' 

'  No,  I  would  not  take  anything  from  you,'  she 
said,  with  a  momentary  smile;  but  it  w^as  a  sug- 
gestion that  made  her  tremble  in  her  fortitude 
whenever  it  was  made.  'Laurie,'  she  said,  with  a 
little  gasp,  turning  to  him  for  sympathy,  'when  I 
cannot  work  I  hope  I  shall  die.' 

'  But  one  cannot  die  when  one  pleases,  that  is 
the   worst  of  it,'  said   Laurie.     '  I   hope   you   will, 
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padrona  mia, — and  I  too, —  and  then,  perhaps,  one 
might  have  a  better  chance  for  a  new  life.' 

This  was  not  cheerful  talk  for  a  new  beginning ; 
but  the  amusing  thing  about  Laurie,  and,  indeed, 
about  the  pair  thus  strangely  united,  was,  that  after 
all  this  had  been  uttered  and  done  with  they  both 
became  quite  cheerful ;  and,  a  quarter  of  an  hour 
afterwards,  were  planning  an  expedition  to  Dovecote, 
taking  Renton  by  the  way,  with  all  that  enjoyment 
of  the  idea  of  a  country  excursion  which  is  so  strong 
in  the  laborious  dweller  in  towns.  The  vision  of 
gliding  rivers  and  autumnal  trees  swept  over  Mrs. 
Severn's  mind  like  a  refreshing  wind,  carrying  away 
all  the  vapours.  For  a  time,  she  thought  no  more 
either  of  that  twilight  life  which  Laurie  had  chosen 
for  himself,  and  of  which  she  felt  herself  partly  the 
cause,  nor  of  her  own  anxieties,  but  went  on  painting, 
reducing  the  yellow  tone  in  her  light,  and  modifying 
her  shadows,  and  full  of  cheerful  discussion  of  the 
day  and  the  way  of  going.  To  the  moment  its  work 
or  its  thought;  and  to  the  next,  why,  another 
thought,  another  piece  of  work ;  and  so  forth,  as 
pleases  God.  This  blessing  of  temperament, — special 
gift  of  heaven  to  its  beloved, — belonged  more  or 
less  to  both.  The  artist-woman  had  it  in  its  per- 
fection, which  was  the  reason  why  she  had  got 
through  so  much  hard  labour  and  so  many  struggles 
with  eye  undimmed  and  spirit  unbroken;  and  Laurie 
had  it  in  a  deo^ree  which  had  done  much  to  lead  to 
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the  unsatisfactoriness  and  imperfection  of  his  life, 
which  is  a  strange  enough  paradox,  and  yet  true. 
For  in  the  padrona,  this  power  of  dismissing  care 
and  living  in  the  hour  was  accompanied,  as  it  often 
is,  by  the  strongest  vitality  and  energy  of  constitu- 
tion, by  a  natural  delight  and  pleasure  in  exertion, 
and  by  the  perpetual,  never  absent  spur  of  necessity. 
Whereas  in  Laurie's  case  it  was  associated  with  the 
meditative,  contemplative  soul;  the  mind  that  is 
more  prone  to  thinking  than  to  doing ;  a  slower 
amount  of  life  in  the  veins,  and  an  existence  dis- 
engaged from  necessities  and  responsibilities.  Tem- 
perament had  more  to  do  with  the  matter  than  had 
that  early  blunder  in  his  life  for  which  the  padrona 
never  forgave  herself.  '  If  I  had  not  stood  in  his 
way  he  would  have  made  a  life  for  himself,  like 
other  men,'  she  would  say  to  herself,  with  an  ache 
in  her  heart,  yet  with  that  touch  of  tender  gratitude 
to  the  man  who  had  it  in  him  to  pour  himself  out 
like  a  libation  on  her  path,  which  a  woman  cannot 
but  feel,  however  undesired  the  sacrifice  may  be.  I 
am  afraid  to  acknowledge  it,  but  the  truth  is  that 
such  a  libation  is  very  grateful  to  a  woman.  There 
is  in  it  the  most  exquisite,  tragical,  heart-rending 
pleasure.  Not  that  one  would  not  regret  it  with  all 
one's  heart  and  soul,  and  do  everything  that  one 
could,  like  Lancelot,  to  turn  aside  the  rising  passion. 
But  even  to  Lancelot  was  not  that  self-offering  of 
the  lily-maid,  though  he  would  have  given  his  life  to 
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prevent  it,  an  exquisite  sweetness  and  sorrowfulness, 
a  combination  of  the  deepest  pain  and  gratification 
of  which  the  soul  is  capable  ?  Such  an  act  raises 
the  doer  of  it, —  be  it  man  or  woman, —  out  of  the 
level  of  ordinary  Immanitj,  and  envelopes  the  receiver 
of  the  offering  in  the  same  maze  of  tenderest,  most 
melancholy  glory.  Something  of  this  feeling  the 
padrona  had  for  her  Laurie,  who  had  given  her  his 
life  like  a  flower,  without  price  or  hope  of  price  in 
this  world.  And  yet,  I  think,  temperament  was  at 
the  bottom  of  it,  and  the  sacrifice,  and  the  sweetness 
of  it,  and  all  the  subdued  tones  of  his  existence  which 
had  followed,  were  more  to  him  than  the  brighter 
daylight  colours  of  ordinary  existence,  even  though 
he  might  feel  the  absence  of  those  fuller  tones  now 
and  then,  once  in  a  way. 

But  to  some  extent  Laurie  acted  upon  Mrs. 
Severn's  advice.  As  luck  would  have  it,  his  old 
rooms  at  Kensington  Gore,  having  passed  through 
many  hands  in  the  interval,  proved  to  be  vacant 
about  this  time.  And  Laurie  secured  them,  and 
fitted  up  all  his  old  fittings,  his  carved  brackets  and 
velvet  hangings,  and  all  the  contrivances  that  had 
been  so  pleasant  to  him ;  and  had  his  bow- window 
once  more  full  of  flowers,  and  looked  out  once  more 
upon  the  gay  park  and  the  stream  of  carriages  as 
from  an  opera-box.  But  the  ladies  who  looked  up 
at  his  window  once  had  passed  away  and  given 
place  to  others,  who  knew  not  Laurie,  or  had  for- 
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gotten  him,  and  asked  each  other  who  was  the  man 
who  stared  so  from  that  window  ?  And  from  Ken- 
sington Gore  to  Fitzroy  Square  is  a  very  long  walk 
to  be  taken  every  day.  And  though,  to  be  sure, 
there  are  plenty  of  studios  about  Kensington,  into 
which  an  amateur  may  drop,  yet  these  are  grand 
studios,  flanked  by  drawing- rooms,  with  ladies  to  be 
called  upon,  and  the  flavour  of  society  about.  It 
is  true  that  Suffolk  lives  in  that  refined  neighbour- 
hood now,  having  made  very  rapid  progress  since 
the  days  w^hen  Mr.  Rich  bought  *  The  Angles,'  and 
Laurie  put  the  studio  in  order  for  the  receptix)n  of 
the  patron,  and  got  cobwebs  on  his  coat.  *  They 
were  very  nice,  those  old  days,  after  all ! '  Mrs. 
Suffolk  says,  when  they  talk  it  over ;  but  they  have 
now  a  spruce  man-servant, —  more  spruce,  though 
not  so  w^ell  instructed  as  old  Forrester,  Mr.  Welby's 
man, — to  move  a  picture  that  has  to  be  moved,  and 
open  the  door  to  the  patrons  and  patronesses.  And 
Laurie  for  one,  to  whom  a  man-servant  is  not  the 
badcre  of  grandeur  and  success  which  it  is  to  Mr. 
Suffolk,  rather  preferred,  I  fear,  the  state  of  things 
in  the  old  days,  when  they  all  clustered  about  Fitzroy 
Square. 

But  the  padrona  has  not  removed  from  No.  375, 
though  she  has  been  tempted  and  plagued  to  do  so 
on  all  sides.  Frank,  who  would  prefer  to  have  a 
mother-in-law  (since  such  a  thing  he  must  have)  in 
a   habitable  part  of  the  town,  is  very  energetic  as 
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to  the  advantage  it  will  be  to  Edie  when  she  grows 
up.  And  Alice  recommends  it  with  w^istful  eyes,  as 
so  much  nicer  for  the  air,  not  liking  to  say  a  word 
against  the  home  of  her  youth.  Mrs.  Severn  thinks 
it  would  be  unkind  to  Mr.  Welby  to  withdraw  from 
him;  and  it  would  cost  a  great  deal  of  money;  and 
then  there  would  be  new  carpets  wanted  for  new 
rooms,  and  quantities  of  things;  and,  last  of  all, 
would  not  it  be  a  still  greater  clog  upon  Laurie  and 
hindrance  to  him,  in  the  possibility  of  his  heart 
disengaging  itself  from  all  the  pleasant  bonds  of  the 
past  ?  I  think,  however,  that  the  thing  which  will 
finally  resolve  the  point  will  be  Frank^s  success  in 
the  competition  for  a  Foreign  Office  clerkship,  for 
which  he  is  going  in.  None  of  his  people  have  any 
doubt  of  his  success  ;  and,  in  that  case,  the  boy  may 
be  trusted  to  make  his  mother's  life  a  burden  to  her 
so  long  as  she  remains  in  Fitzroy  Square.  But 
what  is  to  be  done  with  Mr.  Welby,  and  Forrester, 
to  whom  it  would  now  be  impossible  to  live  out 
of  sight  of  Edie  and  the  boys,  and  withdraw  them- 
selves from  the  gradually  increasing  authority  of 
the  padrona,  I  don't  know. 

Laurie^s  sketch  of  the  'Three  Fairy  Princes' 
turned  up  out  of  a  packing-box  w^hen  he  took  back 
his  belongings  to  Kensington  Gore;  and  he  hung  it 
in  the  placer  of  honour  over  his  mantelpiece.  There 
anybody  may  see  young  Frank  pushing  forth  towards 
the    Indian   towers    and    minarets,   with   a   coronet 
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hanging  in  a  haze  over  the  distant  prospect ;  and 
Laurie  himself,  with  his  goods  and  chattels  hung 
about  him,  and  his  lay-figure  gazing  blank  over  his 
shoulders,  trudging  towards  the  pepper-boxes  of  the 
National  Gallery ;  and  Ben  scaling  the  rocks,  like 
Mr.  Longfellow's  Alpine  hero,  with  the  nymph  on 
the  summit  beckoning  him, — not  to  eternal  snows 
and  supernatural  excellence,  but  to  Eenton  and  the 
House  of  Commons.  Frank  has  not  got  the  coronet ; 
nor  Laurie,  except  in  the  very  mildest  accidental 
way,  the  glories  of  the  Academy.  But  who  is  to 
tell  what  is  waiting  for  Ben?  At  least,  there  is 
only  another  chapter  to  do  it  in,  and  the  story  is  all 
but  told. 
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CHAPTER  XYII. 

CONCLUSION. 

The  day  of  Hillyard's  visit  was  full  of  trial  and 
excitement  to  Mary.  To  live  in  a  household  where 
everything  is  talked  of  freely,  with  the  consciousness 
of  having  various  matters  of  the  deepest  interest 
entirely  to  yourself,  is  not  an  agreeable  position  in 
any  case ;  and  to  feel  yourself  thrilling  through 
every  vein  with  the  concussion  of  a  recent  shock, 
while  yet  you  are  compelled  to  put  on  the  most 
commonplace  composure,  is  more  trying  still.  Mary, 
however,  had  been  used  to  it  for  some  time  back, 
if  that  was  any  alleviation.  She  only  had  known, 
or  rather  suspected,  the  ancient  connexion  between 
Ben  Ronton  and  the  beautiful  Millicent.  She  alone 
had  had  the  excitement  of  watching  their  meeting 
after  so  long  an  interval.  She  only  had  understood 
the  passage  of  arms  between  the  two ;  and  she  had 
witnessed  their  parting,  which  to  her  was  of  ten-fold 
more  interest  than  even  the  great  interest  which  the 
family  had  in  common.  And  now,  her  spectatorship 
in   Ben's   romance   being   over,   here  had    suddenly 
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sprung  up  a  romance  of  her  own,  so  completely 
beyond  all  expectation  that  even  now  she  could 
scarcely  believe  it  had  been  real.  Mary  could  not 
have  betrayed  Ben's  secret  to  any  one ;  but  had  her 
mother  been  at  hand,  or  even  had  her  godmother 
been  less  pre-occupied,  I  doubt  whether  she  could 
have  kept  poor  Hillyard's  to  herself.  For  it  Avas 
her  own,  and  in  the  excitement  of  the  moment  she 
might  not  have  remembered  that  it  was  the  man^s 
also,  and  a  humiliation  to  him.  But,  as  it  was, 
poor  Mary  had  not  the  opportunity  of  relieving  her 
mind.  Mrs.  Westbury  was  away,  and  Alice  took 
her  share  in  nursing  Mrs.  Renton,  entering  into  it 
with  a  certain  enjoyment  of  the  task.  There  were 
even  moments  when  she  thought  Mary  unsympa- 
thetic, and  was  sorry  for  ^  poor  grandmamma,'  bring- 
ing with  her  a  fresh  interest  in  the  ailments  and  the 
alleviations,  such  as  was  scarcely  possible  to  the 
nurse  who  had  been  going  through  it  all  for  seven 
years.  Mary  consequently  at  this  extraordinary 
moment  of  her  existence  had  lost  all  her  habitual 
quiet,  and  all  those  possibilities  of  communication 
which  had  ever  been  open  to  her.  She  herself  and 
her  personal  being  was  floated  away,  as  it  were, 
on  the  current  of '  the  Frank  Rentons.'  They  had 
come  into  the  house  like  an  inundation,  and  left  no 
room  for  anything  but  their  own  cheerful  beginning 
of  life, — their  arrangements,  their  new  house,  their 
children,   what   they   were   going   to   do.     The  two 

VOL.  III.  X 
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women  who  had  lived  there  so  long  in  the  silence 
were  carried  away  by  the  vigorous  young  tide ;  and 
Mary,  hiding  her  individual  concerns  in  her  own 
mind,  lived  for  the  rest  of  that  evening  a  strange, 
abstracted,  feverish  sort  of  existence,  like  a  creature 
in  a  dream,  hearing  the  cheerful  voices  round  her, 
and  the  lights  shining,  and  figures  flitting  about,  but 
only  awaking  to  take  any  part  in  it  when  she  was 
called  upon  energetically  to  come  out  of  her  abstrac- 
tion. The  position  altogether  was  so  strange  that 
she  kept  asking  herself  which  scene  was  real  and 
which  was  a  dream ; — either  this  was  the  reality, — 
this  evening  picture,  with  Frank  talking  to  his 
mother  on  the  sofa,  and  Alice  working  in  the  golden 
circle  of  the  lamplight,  and  the  urn  bubbling,  and 
gleams  of  reflexion  shining  from  the  tea-table  in  the 
corner;  or  else  the  other  scene,  with  Hillyard 
standing  sunburnt,  and  bearded,  and  impassioned, 
telling  her  he  had  loved  before  he  even  saw  her, — 
saying,   if  some  time,  any  time  she  should  want  a 

man^s  love  and  support One  thing  was  certain, 

they  could  not  both  be  real ;  she  had  been  dreaming 
them, — or  else  she  was  dreaming  now. 

Nor  yet  was  Mary's  excitement  over  for  the 
night.  When  the  evening  post  came  in,  a  letter 
was  brought  to  her,  which  at  the  first  glance  she 
saw  was  in  Ben's  handwriting.  Well !  there  was 
nothing  surprising  in  that.  Of  course  Ben  would 
write,  though  she  had  not  expected  it  so  soon.     But 


coxcLrsioN.  307 

the  contents  of  the  note  were  such  as  to  raise  to  a 
climax  her  sense  of  being  in  some  fe\-erish  dream. 
This  is  what  Ben  said : — 

'  Dear  Mart, — I  want  to  speak  half-a-dozen 
words  to  you  before  I  go.  I  have  heard  something 
to-day  which  has  taken  me  very  much  by  surprise, 
and  I  cannot  leave  Eno;land  without  seeins  you. 
But  I  don't  want  to  disturb  my  mother  with  a 
hurried  visit  and  another  parting.  If  you  will  be 
at  the  beech-tree  on  the  river-walk  to-morrow  morn- 
ing at  eight,  I  will  come  down  by  the  first  train 
and  meet  you  there.  Don't  refuse  me.  It  is  of 
great  importance.     In  haste, 

'Youi's,  B.  R/ 

Mary's  head  went  round  and  round  as  she  sat, — 
hearing  Frank's  voice  talking  all  the  while,  and 
Alice  pouring  out  the  tea, — and  read  this  note. 
The  question  changed  now,  and  seemed  to  be, — 
they  or  Ben;  which  was  the  phantom?  But  the 
paper  and  the  writing  were  very  real, — so  real  that 
she  could  see  it  had  been  written  in  excitement,  and 
was  blurred,  and  betokened  a  scratching  and  uncom- 
fortable pen,  which  is  a  thing  that  no  imagination 
would  be  likely  to  invent.  When  she  had  put  the 
extraordinary  note  away  in  her  pocket, — fortunately 
she  had  not  said  out  loud,  '  Here  is  a  letter  from 
Ben,'  as  on  any  other  day  she  would  have  done, — 
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Mary's  mind  went  hopelessly  into  abstraction.  She 
gave  np  the  tea-making  to  Alice  grateful!}^  and 
without  an  effort,  though  in  general  she  did  not  likfe 
her  prerogatives  invaded.  She  never  uttered  a  word 
to  help  on  the  conversation.  She  had  to  be  recalled 
as  from  a  distance,  when  anybody  spoke  to  her. 
Things  had  come  to  such  a  pitch  that  she  seemed  to 
lose  her  individual  consciousness  altogether.  To 
have  violent  love  made  her  one  day  by  a  man  whom 
she  scarcely  knew,  and  to  meet  her  cousin  Ben 
clandestinely  the  next  morning  by  the  great  beech, 
to  talk  over  something  of  importance,  which  con- 
cerned only  her  and  him,  and  nobody  else  in  the 
family, — the  earth  seemed  to  be  going  off  its  pivot 
altogether  to  Mary.  She  felt  that  now  nothing 
would  surprise  her.  If  Mrs.  Renton  had  suddenly 
proposed  to  her  to  walk  to  town,  or  Frank  that  she 
should  swim  across  the  river,  it  would  have  seemed 
to  her  perfectly  natural.  But  to  meet  Ben  by  stealth 
at  the  great  beech  at  eight  o'clock!  Could  she 
have  mistaken  the  words  ?  For  one  moment  a  sort 
of  gleam  of  eldritch  fear  came  across  her,  and  a 
reminiscence  of  the  amazing  manner  in  which  the 
familiar  forms  of  the  nursery  arranged  themselves  in 
the  mind  of  little  Alice  in  Wonderland  in  the  story. 
Could  it  be  that  Ben  was  to  start  on  his  long  journey 
to-morrow  by  the  first  train,  and  could  the  great 
beech  be  the  name  of  the  ship  ?  Mary  was  so  com- 
pletely thrown  oflF  her  balance,  that  this  idea  actually 
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occurred  to  her.  And  then  she  felt  that  they  must 
all  have  remarked  that  she  had  got  a  letter,  and 
had  thrust  it  stealthily  into  her  pocket.  Altogether, 
the  evening  swam  over  her  somehow,  she  could  not 
tell  how.  And  then  there  was  the  stir  of  Davison's 
entrance,  and  Mrs.  Renton's  going  to  bed.  And 
then  Frank  disappeared  to  smoke  his  cigar,  and 
Alice,  finding  her  companion  uncommunicative,  sat 
down  at  the  piano,  and  began  to  play  softly  to  her- 
self, as  she  had  been  wont  in  the  old  days  at  home ; 
and  silence,  broken  only  by  sounds  which  helped  to 
increase  all  the  mists,  and  made  her  feel  a  safety 
and  comfort  in  the  retirement  of  her  thoughts,  fell 
upon  the  quiet  house. 

Next  morning  Mary  was  awake  and  up  before 
any  one  was  stirring.  She  did  not  herself  think 
that  she  had  slept  all  the  night ;  but  she  was  still 
younor  enough  to  consider  an  hour  or  two's  wakeful- 
ness  a  great  matter.  And  she  was  as  much  afraid 
of  Ben's  visit  beincr  found  out,  as  if  he  had  been  the 
most  illegitimate  of  visitors.  She  was  out  soon  after 
six,  while  the  grass  was  still  quite  wet  with  dew, 
and  went  wandering  up  and  down  the  river-walk 
like  a  ghost,  under  the  cloistered  shade  of  those  great 
trees  which,  as  yet,  let  no  sunshine  through.  There 
was  something  in  the  air  at  that  early  hour  which 
told  that  summer  was  waning,  and  Mary  was  chilly 
with  nervousness,  which  had  all  the  effect  of  cold. 
She  went  all  the  way  down  to  the  river- side,  and 
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basked  in  the  sunshine  which  lay  full  on  the  open 
bit  of  green  bank,  by  way  of  overcoming  the  shiver- 
ing which  had.  seized  her.  The  world  was  so  still, 
the  birds  so  noisy, — which  rather  heightens  than 
impairs  the  stillness, —  the  paths  so  utterly  vacant 
and  suggestive,  that  fancy  continually  caught  glimpses 
of  something  disappearing  behind  the  trees.  Now 
it  would  seem  a  gliding  dream-figure,  now  the  last 
sweep  of  a  robe  just  getting  out  of  sight.  The 
ghostliness  of  the  early  morning  is  different,  but  not 
less  profound,  than  that  of  the  night ;  and  at  six 
o'clock  the  Renton  woods  were  as  mysterious,  as 
dim  under  the  great  shadows  of  the  trees,  as  any 
enchanted  wood.  The  sunshine  went  all  round 
them,  drying  up  the  dew  on  the  open  bank,  and 
chasing  the  mists  and  chills  of  night ;  but  the  river- 
walk  was  all  brown  and  grey,  and  full  of  clear, 
mystical  distances  and  windings,  broken  by  upright 
shafts  of  trees.  Any  one  might  have  appeared  sud- 
denly at  such  an  hour  in  such  a  place.  People  out 
of  books,  people  out  of  one's  own  straining  fancy, 
people  from  the  other  world.  And  though  it  was 
Ben,  and  no  other,  for  whom  Mary  Westbury  was 
waiting,  yet  her  imagination,  over-excited,  was  ready 
to  see  anything.  And  she  was  alarmed  by  every 
waving  leaf  or  bough  that  swayed  in  the  morning 
air.  If  anybody  should  discover  this  tryst!  If  it 
should  be  known  that  Ben  had  come  in  this  sweet 
inconceivable  sort  of  way  to  see  her !     Had  he  been 
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a  tabooed  lover,  whose  discovery  would  have  involved 
all  sorts  of  perils,  Mary  could  not  have  been  more 
afraid. 

It  was  half-past  seven  before  he  came, — as  indeed 
she  might  have  known, — since  that  was  the  earliest 
moment  at  which  any  one  could  come  by  the'  first 
train.  She  could '  see  him  coming  for  a  long  way, 
making  his  way  among  the  trees.  He  had  not  come 
in  by  any  gate,  but  through  some  illegitimate  by- 
way known  to  the  Ronton  boys  and  the  poachers,  so 
lawless  were  all  the  accessories  of  this  extraordinary 
stealthy  meeting.  He  came  along  rapidly,  making 
himself  audible  by,  now  and  then,  the  sound  of  the 
gravel  sent  flying  by  his  foot,  or  the  crackle  of  a 
fallen  branch  on  the  path.  And  then  he  came  in 
sight,  walking  very  quickly,  vvith  a  look  of  abstrac- 
tion, wrapped  in  his  own  thoughts.  He  was  close 
upon  the  bank  before  he  caught  sight  of  Mary, 
whose  grey  gown  was  easily  lost  sight  of  among  the 
branches, — then  he  quickened  his  pace,  and  came 
forward  eagerly. 

'  You  here,'  he  said,  *  Mary  ?  I  thought  I  should 
be  too  early  for  you,'  and  held  out  both  his  hands 
for  her. 

^I  was  so  much  surprised, —  so  anxious  to  know 
what  it  was.  I  have  been  out  for  nearly  an  hour, 
I  think,'  said  Mary.     *  I  could  not  sleep.' 

'Did  I  startle  you?'  said  Ben.  'Not  half  so 
much,   I  am  sure,  as  I  was  startled  myself.     But  if 
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I  have  made  you  uneasy  I  will  never  forgive  myself/ 
he  went  on,  looking  closely  into  her  face. 

What  could  have  made  that  difference  in  his 
look?  He  had  always  been  kind, —  certainly  he  had 
always  been  kind, —  but  he  had  never  looked  at  her 
before  in  that  wistful,  anxious  way.  He  had  been 
protecting,  superior,  affectionate ;  but  such  was  not 
his  expression  now. 

'  Oh,  it  does  not  matter  ! '  said  Mary ;  '  but,  of 
course,   since  it  is   something   important   enough  to 

bring  you  from  town  like  this, — and  at  this  hour 

Tell  me,  please,  and  put  me  out  of  pain.^ 

What  he  did  was  to  draw  her  arm  closely 
through  his  own.  'Come  this  way/  he  said,  'I 
don't  want  to  be  seen  or  interrupted.  There  is  a 
corner  down  here  where  we  shall  be  quite  safe.  It 
was  very  good  of  you,  Mary,  to  come.' 

*  Oh,  Ben,^  she  cried,  '  don't  talk  so,  you  frighten 
me  !  You  never  were  so  gentle,  so  soft  to  me  before. 
Tell  me  what  it  is.  It  must  be  something  terrible  to 
make  you  look  like  this.     What  is  wrong?  ' 

'  I  don't  know  if  there  is  anything  wrong,'  he  said. 
*It  depends  upon  your  feelings  altogether,  Mary; 
only  I  never  had  thought  of, — anything  of  the  kind, 
— never!  It  came  upon  me  like  a  thunder-clap.  To 
be  sure,  I  might  have  known.  You  could  not  but  be 
as  sweet  and  as  pleasant  in  the  eyes  of  others  as  you 
were  in  mine ' 


Ben,  don't  talk  riddles,  I   entreat  of  you,'  said 


CONCLUSION.  313 

Mary.  '  I  cannot  make  this  out  to-day.  A  shadow 
would  frighten  me  to-day.  I  have  had  too  much  to 
bear^ — too  much, — ' 

'  Sit  down  here,'  he  said,  tenderly  ;  *  you  must 
not  be  frightened.  There  is  nothing  to  hurt  you.  It 
is  only  me  that  it  can  hurt.  Mary,  Hillyard  came  to 
me  yesterday,  and  said, — T  suppose  by  this  time  you 
must  know  what  he  said?  ' 

*  Yes,'  she  answered,  first  with  a  violent  blush, 
and  then  growing  suddenly  hot. 

'  Of  course,  I  ought  to  have  known  it,'  said  Ben. 
'  I  used  to  read  him  your  letters,  like  an  ass,  never 
thinking.  I  was  furious  yesterday  ;  I  thought  it  pre- 
sumption and  insolence.  But,  of  course,  that  was 
nonsense.  The  man  is  as  good  as  I  am.  The  fact  is, 
I  suppose  I  thought  that  no  other  man  but  myself  had 
any  right  to  think  of  you.' 

*  Ben  I '  Mary  cried,  trembling  with  a  sudden 
passion,  '  you  never  thought  of  me !  How  can  you 
say  so?  or  what  is  it  you  would  have  me  under- 
stand ?  I  feel  as  if  you  were  mocking  me, — and  yet 
you  would  not  come  all  this  way,  surely,  to  mock 
me!' 

'  Then,  I  did  not  think  at  all,'  he  went  on,  without 
any  direct  answer.  *  I  felt  that  no  man  had  any 
right, — and  I  was  a  fool  for  thinking  so.  Mar}',  the 
fact  is,  it  ought  to  be  you  and  I.' 

*  What  ought  to  be  you  and  I  ? '  she  faltered,  lost 
in  confusion  and  amazement. 
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He  was  standing  before  her,  not  lover-like,  but 
absorbed,  pressing  his  subject,  and  paying  no  special 
regard  to  her.  *It  ought  to  be  you  and  I  to  build  up 
the  old  house.  No.  I  cannot  think  any  man  has  a 
right  to  come  in  and  interfere.  But  only  just  there 
is  this  one  thing  to  be  said.  Whatever  is  for  your 
happiness,  Mary,  I  will  carry  out  with  all  my  might. 
If  you  should  set  your  heart  on  one  thing  or  another, 
it  shall  be  done ;  but  still  that  does  not  affect  the 
question, — it  ought  to  be  you  and  me.' 

*  For  what  ?  '  she  asked  again. 

^  For  what  ?  Oh,  for  more  than  I  can  tell,'  said 
Ben  ;  *  to  build  up  this  old  house,  as  I  told  you, — to 
get  through  life.  I  must  always  have  felt  it,  though 
I  did  not  know.  And  here  is  this  fellow  come  in 
with  his  wild  backwoods  way,  and  thinks  he  can  win 
you  off-hand.  I  don't  say  a  word  if  it  is  for  your 
happiness ;  but  I  know  it  should  be  you  and  me.' 

And  then  there  was  a  pause,  and  Ben  walked  up 
and  down  the  little  vacant  space  in  front  of  the  seat 
he  had  placed  her  in,  with  his  eyes  bent  on  the 
ground,  and  his  face  moody  and  full  of  trouble.  As 
for  Mary,  she  sat  and  gazed  at  him,  half-conscious 
only,  worn  out  by  excitement  and  wonder,  and  the 
succession  of  shocks  of  one  kind  and  another  which 
she  had  been  receiving,  but  with  a  soft  sense  of  infi- 
nite ease  and  consolation  stealing  over  her  confused 
heart.  It  was  that  relief  from  pain  which  feels  to 
the  sufferer  like  positive  blindness.    She  had  not  even 
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known  how  deep  the  pain  in  her  was  until  she  felt  it 
stealing  in  upon  her, — this  ineffable  ease  and  freedom 
from  it,  which  is  more  sweet  than  actual  joy. 

'  Ben,'  she  said  at  last,  when  she  could  get  breath. 
'It  is  very  difficult  for  me  to  follow  you,  and  you 
confuse  me  so  that  I  don't  know.  But,  about  Mr. 
Hillyard  you  are  all  wrong.  I  never  saw  him  till 
Monday.  I  never  thought  about  him  at  all.  I  was 
very  sorry.  But  it  is  not  as  if  I  could  blame  myself. 
I  was  not  to  blame.' 

'  To  blame  !  How  could  you  be  to  blame  ?  '  said 
Ben,  and  he  came  and  stood  before  her  again,  gazing 
at  her  with  that  strange  look  which  Mary  did  not 
recognise  in  him,  and  could  not  meet. 

'I  should  never  have  mentioned  it  to  anyone,' 
she  said.  '  I  would  not  now,  though  you  question 
me  so.  But  only  it  is  best  you  should  not  have  any- 
thing on  your  mind.     Is, — that, — all?  ' 

It  was  not  coquetry  which  suggested  the  question ; 
it  was  her  reason  that  began  utterly  to  fail  her.  She 
did  not  seem  to  know  what  it  was  he  had  said  besides, 
— thoucrh  he  had  said  somethincr. 

^  Ah  I '  he  cried  vehemently,  and  then  paused  and 
subdued  himself,  '  all  except  my  answer,  Mary,'  he 
said,  softly  stooping  over  her. 

'  Your  answer  ?  You  have  not  asked  me  any- 
thing. Oh,  Ben,'  she  cried,  suddenly  getting  up  from 
her  seat,  with  her  cheeks  burning  and  her  eyes  wet, 
'let  there  be  no  more  of  this.     It  was  all  the  feeling 
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of  the  moment.  You  thought  something  had  hap- 
pened which  never,  never  could  happen,  and  you  felt 
a  momentary  grudge.  Don't  tell  me  it  was  anything 
else.  Do  you  think  I  forget  what  you  told  me  once 
up  at  the  beech  about  her  ?  '  Mary  cried,  waving  her 
hand  towards  The  Willows.     'You  did  not  mean  to 

tell  me;  but  I  knew.     And  the  other  day When 

you  say  this  sort  of  thing  to  me  it  is  unkind  of  you  ; 
it  is  disrespectful  to  me.  I  have  my  pride  like  other 
women.  Let  us  speak  no  more  of  it,  but  say  good- 
bye, and  I  shall  go  home.' 

*  Then  you  do  not  even  think  me  worthy  of  an  an- 
swer?' said  Ben ;  and  the  two  stood  confronting  each 
other  in  that  supreme  duel  and  conflict  of  the  two 
existences  about  to  become  one,  which  never  loses  its 
interest ;  she  flushed,  excited,  suspicious  ;  he  steadily 
keeping  to  his  point,  refusing  to  be  led  away  from  it. 
And  why  Mary  should  have  resisted,  standing  thus 
wildly  at  bay, — and  why,  when  she  could  stand  no 
longer,  she  should  have  sunk  down  on  the  seat  from 
which  she  had  risen,  in  a  passion  of  tears,  is  more  than 
I  can  tell.  But  that  finally  Ben  did  get  his  answer,  and 
that  it  was,  as  anybody  must  have  foreseen,  eminentl}'" 
satisfactory  to  him  at  last,  is  a  matter  about  which 
there  can  be  no  doubt.  I  do  not  know  even  whether 
he  offered  any  explanations,  or  justified  himself  in  the 
matter  of  Millicent.  I  am  inclined  to  think,  indeed, 
that  at  that  moment  he  took  no  notice  of  it  whatever ; 
but  only  insisted  on  that  reply,  which,   when  nature 
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was  worn  out  and  could  stand  against  it  no  longer, 
came.  But  the  victor  did  go  into  certain  particulars, 
as  with  Mary's  arm  drawn  closely  through  his  he  led 
her  again  up  that  bank  which,  in  so  much  excitement 
and  uncertainty,  half-an-hour  before  he  had  led  her 
down. 

'  I  can't  tell  you  the  fright  I  was  in  yesterday,'  he 
said.  *  It  suddenly  flashed  upon  me  in  a  moment 
how  mad  I  had  been.  To  leave  you  here  so  long, 
open  to  any  assault,  and  to  be  such  an  ass  as  to  bring 
a  man  down  who  had  eyes  in  his  head,  and  was  not 
an  idiot  ? ' 

^  I  wish  you  would  not  swear,'  said  Mary.  '  The 
strange  thing  is  that  you  should  like  me,  and  yet 
think  me  of  so  small  account  that  any  man, — a  man 
I  had  only  known  for  three  days ' 

*  Hush  I '  he  said,  drawing  her  to  him.  ^  When  a 
man's  eyes  are  opened  first  to  the  thought  that  another 
man  has  gone  off  express  to  rob  him  of  his  jewel,  do 
you  think  he  pauses  to  be  reasonable  ?  '  and  then  they 
looked  at  each  other  and  were  silent,  there  being  more 
expression  in  that  than  in  speech. 

'  But  the  jewel  was  no  jewel  till  yesterday,^  said 
Mary,  making  the  kind  of  objection  which  women 
love  to  make,  '  and  who  knows  but  it  may  be  paste 
to-morrow  ? ' 

'  My  dear,'  said  Ben,  *  my  only  woman  in  the 
world !  might  not  a  man  have  been  beguiled  to  follow 
a  Will-o'-the-wisp   till   he   cursed    and   hated  such 
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lights,  and  chose  darkness  instead, — and  then  all  at 
once  wake  up  to  see  that  his  moon  had  risen,  and 
that  the  night  was  safe  and  sweet  as  day  ? ' 

I  suppose  it  was  the  only  bit  of  poetry  which  Ben 
Renton  was  ever  guilty  of  in  his  life ;  and  it  was 
perfectly  successful.  And  they  went  on  and  con- 
tinued their  walk  to  the  beech-tree.  Mary's  eyes 
were  blind  with  sweet  tears ;  but  then,  what  did  it 
matter  ?  was  not  he  there  to  be  eyes  to  her,  through 
the  winding  of  the  tender  morning  path?  And  as 
they  reached  the  trees,  the  sunshine  burst  into  the 
wood  all  at  once  with  something  like  a  shout  of  tri- 
umph. If  it  was  not  a  shout,  it  came  to  precisely  the 
same  thing,  and  caught  a  branch  here  and  a  twig 
there,  and  made  it  into  burnished  gold,  and  lit  up  the 
far  distance  and  cloistered  shade  into  all  the  joyous 
animation  and  moving  stir  of  life. 

'  Must  you  go  now  ? '  Mary  said,  clinging  to  him 
a  little  closer,  '  must  it  still  be  secret  ?  is  no  one  to 
see  you  now  ?  ' 

'  I  must  still  go  away,'  he  said,  '  no  help  for  that, 
Mary ;  but  in  the  meantime  I  am  going  home  with 
you  to  tell  them  all  about  it.  I  shall  still  catch  my 
ship  if  I  go  by  the  next  train.' 

He  was  received  with  subdued  consternation  by 
the  household,  which  jumped  instantly  to  the  conclu- 
sion that  something  had  happened ;  but  there  is  an 
instinct  in  the  domestic  mind  which  is  almost  infallible 
in  such  matters ;  and  before  Mrs.  Renton  had  even 
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been  told  of  the  unexpected  arrival  of  her  son,  Davison 
had  said  to  the  housekeeper,  '  He's  come  down  at  the 
last  to  settle  it  all  with  Miss  IMary.  Now  didn't  I 
tell  you?'  and  Willis  had  recorded  his  opinion  that, 
on  the  whole,  there  wasn't  nothing  to  say  again  it. 
'  A  little  bit  of  money  never  comes  amiss,'  he  said  ; 
*  but  she  was  used  bad  in  the  will,  never  to  have 
no  compensation.  And,  on  the  whole,  I  agrees  with 
Ben.' 

Such  was  the  decision  of  the  house,  conveyed  in 
language,  kind,  if  familiar,  just  five  minutes  after  the 
entry  by  the  window  into  the  dining-room,  where  the 
breakfast-table  was  prepared  for  the  family,  of  the 
betrothed  pair.  Mary^s  gown  was  wet  with  the  dew, 
and  she  ran  up-stairs  to  change  it,  leaving  Ben  alone 
to  receive  the  greetings  of  his  brothers,  who  appeared 
at  the  same  moment.  '  I  thought  you  couldn't  resist 
coming  down  again,  old  fellow,  before  you  left  for 
good,^  Frank  said  in  her  hearing,  as  she  rushed  to  the 
covert  and  sanctuary  of  her  own  room.  He  was  not 
so  discriminating  as  the  intelligent  community  below 
stairs. 

And  then,  in  that  strange  golden  forenoon,  which 
seemed  at  the  same  time  one  hasty  moment  and  a  long 
day,  full  of  events,  Mrs.  Renton,  amazed,  found  her 
son  again  stooping  over  her,  and  received  the  astonish- 
ing news.  It  was  some  time  before  she  could  take  it 
in.  '  What,'  she  said,  *  Mary  ?  I  will  never  believe 
it  is  Mary.     You  are  making  fun  of  me,  Ben.' 
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^  It  is  a  great  deal  better  than  fun,  mother,'  he 
said.  *  I  could  not  go  till  it  was  settled ;  and  now 
there  is  only  ten  minutes  or  so  to  kiss  us  and  bless  us, 
and  thank  me  for  giving  you  such  a  daughter.  She 
has  been  a  daughter  to  3^ou  already  for  so  long.' 

*  Of  course  she  has/  said  the  bewildered  woman. 
'  Mary !  it^s  like  your  sister.  I  can't  think  it's  quite 
right,  do  you  know,  Ben.  I  should  as  soon  have 
thought  of  you  marrying  Alice,  or ' 

*  Frank  might  object  to  that,  my  dear  mother,' 
said  Ben. 

^  But,  Mary — you  are  sure  you  are  not  making 
one  of  your  jokes?  And  after  all,  I  can^t  think  what 
you  see  in  her,  Ben,'  Mrs.  Renton  said,  with  a  little 
eagerness.  *  She  was  never  very  pretty, — not  like 
that  beautiful  Mrs.  Rich,  you  know,  or  those  sort  of 
women, — and  not  even  very  young.  She  must  be 
seven-and-twenty,  if  she  is  a  day.  Let  me  see,  Frank 
was  born  in  July,  and  she  in  the  December  after. 
She  will  be  seven-and-twenty  on  her  next  birthday. 
And  nothing  to  make  up  for  it ' 

'  Except  that  there  is  nobody  else  in  the  world,' 
said  Ben,  smiling  at  Mary,  who  had  just  come  into 
the  room. 

*  Nobody  else  in  the  world!  I  don^t  know  what 
you  mean.  Not  to  say  a  word  against  Mary,  but 
you  might  have  done  a  great  deal  better,  Ben.' 

'  And  so  he  might,  godmamma,'  said  Mary,  with  the 
gravity  of  happiness,  though  Ben  had  her  hand  in  his. 
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'Yes,  my  dear/  said  Mrs.  Renton,  in  perfect 
cood  faith,  '  a  great  deal  better.  You  always  have 
the  sense  to  see  things.  If  I  were  you,  I  would 
reflect  a  little  longer  before  I  announced  it,  or  did 
anything  more  in  the  matter,  Ben.' 

The  answer  Bjen  made  to  this  proposal  was  to 
draw  his  betrothed  close  to  his  mother's  bedside 
within  his  own  supporting  arms.  *  Give  her  a  kiss, 
mamma,  and  say  God  bless  you,^  he  said,  bending 
down  his  own  face  close  to  Mary's.  And  the 
mother,  quite  confused  and  bew^ildered,  did  as  she 
was  told,  crying  a  little,  and  not  knowing  what  to 
think.  And  before  any  one  knew,  Ben  was  gone 
again,  off  by  express  to  join  the  steamer  which 
sailed  from  Liverpool  that  night.  He  had  just  time  ; 
everything  belonging  to  him  having  gone  on  before 
with  poor  Hillyard,  who  knew  nothing  about  this 
morning's  expedition.  And  before  noon  the  episode 
was  all  over,  and  the  Frank  Rentons  once  more  in 
the  foreground,  and  Mary  reading  the  newspaper  as 
if  such  a  wild  inroad  of  romance  into  the  midst  of 
reality  had  never  been. 

'  My  dear,  it  is  not  that  I  am  not  as  fond  of 
you, — fonder  of  you  than  of  anybody,'  Mrs.  Renton 
said,  w^hen  poor  Mary,  for  one  moment,  owing  to  a 
paragraph  about  a  shipwreck,  fairly  broke  down; 
'but  it  does  not  seem  somehow  as  if  it  were  quite 
proper.  And  we  can't  shut  our  eyes  to  it  tliat  he 
might  have  done  better.     It   feels  as  if  there   was 
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never  to  be  any  satisfaction  in  the  boys'  marriages. 
I  had  a  fortune  of  my  own,  and  so  had  your  grand- 
mother ;  but  everything  now  is  going  to  sixes  and 
sevens ' 

^  Don't  say  anything  more  about  it,  godmamma/ 
said  Mary,  with  an  outburst  of  pent-up  agitation, 
and  the  nervous  panic  that  seizes  a  weakened  mind. 
*  Oh,  how  can  we  tell  what  may  happen  in  the 
meantime?  Let  us  say  nothing  more  till  he  comes 
home.' 

'  Well,  to  be  sure,  he  might  change  his  mind,' 
said  Mrs.  Ronton,  as  Davison  came  in  with  her 
arrowroot.  And  for  half-an-hour  or  so  that  satis- 
factory conclusion,  and  the  adding  of  another  tea- 
spoonful  of  port,  on  account  of  the  excitement  she 
had  been  going  through,  put  a  stop  to  the  conver- 
sation, and  gave  Mary  time  to  draw  breath  in  peace. 

But  if  the  reader  of  this  history  hopes  to  be 
humoured  by  a  shipwreck  at  this  late  period  of  the 
narrative,  it  is  a  vain  expectation.  The  winds  blew, 
and  the  sea  rose,  but  Ben  Ronton  got  safely  out  to 
Canada,  and  came  safely  home.  I  am  sorry  to  have 
to  say  that  his  last  great  piece  of  work  did  not  pay 
nearly  so  well  as  he  had  expected  it  to  do ;  and  the 
business,  which  he  made  over  to  Hillyard,  was, 
owing  to  the  state  of  the  colony  at  that  moment,  of 
less  value  than  had  been  anticipated ;  but  at  the 
same  time  patience  alone  was  wanted  to  realise  all 
possible   hopes.      I   have   been   obliged   to    ask   the 
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reader  to  take  Ben's  success  for  granted  all  along, 
as  it  would  have  been  simply  impossible  to  introduce 
details  of  engineering  enterprise  into  a  work  of  this 
description ;  and,  indeed,  to  tell  the  truth,  I  fear  I 
should  not  have  sufficiently  understood  them  to  set 
them  forth  with  any  distinctness.  But  whether 
Hillyard  will  have  patience,  and  keep  up  the  energy 
which  Ben  put  into  the  business,  is  a  very  doubtful 
matter;  and  it  is  just  as  likely  as  not  that  he  may 
turn  up  again  at  the  old  club,  which  is  the  only 
luxury  he  keeps  up,  as  rough,  as  insouciant,  as 
careless  what  becomes  of  him,  as  on  the  first  day 
Ben  met  him,  after  the  weird  of  the  Rentons  had 
begun.  Mary  might  have  made  another  man  of  him 
perhaps;  but  who  knows?  Temperament  is  stronger 
than  circumstance, —  stronger  than  fortune, — stronger 
even  than  love. 

Ben  Renton  came  home,  as  I  have  said,  as  safely 
as  most  men  come  home  from  Canada.  And  every- 
thino^  occurred  as  it  oucrht  to  have  occurred.  I 
would  add  that  they  lived  happy  ever  after,  if  there 
had  been  time  to  make  such  a  record.  But  the  fact 
is,  that  it  is  too  early  yet  to  be  historical  on  that 
point ;  and  for  anything  anybody  can  tell,  the  Ren- 
tons may  yet  come  to  be  very  wretched,  and  give 
occasion  for  other  chapters  of  history;  though,  in 
common  with  all  their  friends,  I  sincerely  hope  not. 
Benedict  Renton  of  Renton  stood  for  the  county  of 
Berks,   in   the   late  election,   with   politics    perhaps 
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slightly  tinged  by  his  life  in  the  other  world,  but 
failed  by  a  few  votes,  notwithstanding  the  interest 
attaching  to  him, — Berks,  like  many  other  counties, 
being  of  tlie  opinion  that  a  good,  steady,  rehable 
bumpkin,  who  will  do  whatever  he  is  told,  is  a  more 
satisfactory  legislator  than  a  man  who  has  spent  his 
youth  in  objectionable  exercises,  such  as  writing,  and 
thinking,  and  moving  about  the  world.  Frank 
Renton,  true  soldier  and  constitutional  Tory,  is  one 
of  those  who  hold  this  opinion.  But  I  do  not 
despair  of  seeing  Ben  in  Parliament  yet. 

And  thus  the  story  ends;  being  like  all  stories, 
no  history  of  life,  but  only  of  a  bit  out  of  life, —  the 
most  amiable  bit,  the  section  of  existence  which  the 
world  has  accepted  as  its  conventional  type  of  life, 
leaving  all  the  profounder  glooms  and  the  higher 
lights  apart.  As  in  heaven  there  can  be  no  story- 
telling of  the  present,  for  happiness  has  no  story, — 
there,  perhaps,  for  the  first  time,  the  mouth  of  the 
minstrel  may  be  opened  to  say  or  sing  what  is 
untellable  by  the  frankest  voice  on  earth.  But  till 
then  we  must  be  content  to  break  off  after  the  fairy 
chapter  of  life's  beginning,  the  history  of  Youth. 


THE    END. 
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